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ABSTRACT 
 
Populist Counter-Spectacles and the Inception of Mass Media Art in Argentina:  
Marta Minujín’s Happenings, Performances, and Environments of the 1960s 
Michaëla Norah de Lacaze 
 
 
This monographic dissertation traces the development of happenings and mass media art in 
Argentina through the works that Argentine artist Marta Minujín created between 1961 and 
1968. It argues that, in its unparalleled pursuit of a mass audience, Minujín’s art articulated a 
populist logic that allowed it to subvert authoritarianism in an oblique manner based in 
dissensus. This distinguished Minujín’s practice from that of other politically radicalized 
Argentine artists, who had turned their art into a form of activism and overt critique of the 
dictatorship of General Onganía. This dissertation also demonstrates that Minujín’s media-
centric happenings and environments adopted a carnivalesque strategy of “positive negation” or 
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what was left of Minujín’s art of the 1960s—the artist’s personal collection of photographs, film 
footage, preparatory drawings, articles, notes and correspondence on her works.  
My first thanks are therefore to Marta Minujín, who welcomed me with open arms into 
her personal archive, studio, and family home on several occasions. To go back in time through 
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Moderno de Buenos Aires; The Getty Research Institute; The Museum of Modern Art Archives; 
the Walker Art Center Archives; El Instituto Torcuato Di Tella, Universidad Di Tella; Archives 
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Marzio Award for Outstanding Research in 20th-Century Latin American and Latino Art that the 
Museum of Fine Arts, Houston gave me in recognition of my dissertation’s first chapter. 
Research and travel suppose to Buenos Aires was generously provided by the Institute for 
Studies on Latin American Art (ISLAA). Most of all, I am grateful for the Andrew W. Mellon 
Museum Research Consortium Fellowship at The Museum of Modern Art, New York, where I 
have found unwavering support for my dissertation research. Many people at MoMA have 
stimulated and sharpened my thinking in big and small ways. I am most indebted to Inés 
Katzenstein, María Amalia García, and Karen Grimson for their insights, enthusiasm, and 
generosity.    
This dissertation would have been unimaginable without the outstanding exhibition 
Marta Minujín: Obras 1959-1989 at the Museo de Arte Latinoamericano de Buenos Aires. 
Curated by Victoria Noorthoorn in 2011, this impressive retrospective jumpstarted my research 
and provided me with the opportunity of discovering little known works by Minujín. La 
Menesunda según Marta Minujín at the Museo de Arte Moderno de Buenos Aires in 2015 
further deepened my understanding of Minujin’s complex environments through its meticulous 
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Columbia’s graduate colloquiums—significantly improved my command of the material treated 
by my dissertation.  
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“The soul of artistic renewal in the country has been Marta Minujín.”— Jorge Romero Brest, 
Arte en La Argentina, 1969.1 
 
In 1969, Argentine students and workers, rankled by years of dictatorship, suddenly 
forayed the country’s cities, precipitating the downfall of autocrat General Juan Carlos Onganía. 
Against this cataclysmal backdrop known as “El Cordobazo,” Jorge Romero Brest, the puissant 
director of the prestigious Visual Arts Center at the Instituto Torcuato Di Tella, published his 
nostalgic reflections on a brighter and earlier moment in the decade when a battery of new 
experimental art practices had transformed Buenos Aires into a vibrant cultural hub. Of the 
several protagonists that Brest identifies in this book, artist Marta Minujín receives some of his 
greatest praise. He credits her for the birth of Pop, describes her art as unmatched in its 
“fermentable potency,” and favors her over Alberto Greco as the principal pioneer of Argentine 
happenings.2 He goes further, “When it comes to ‘art of the media,’ the same Marta Minujín was 
the initiator.”3 According to him, the works of leading happenistas such as those of critic and 
artist Oscar Masotta fail to “find much of an audience” and seem “more orthodox” in comparison 
to Minujín’s earlier and daring expansion of happenings into the mass media, namely television.4 
According to Brest, her male contemporaries (Eduardo Costa, Raul Escari, and Roberto Jacoby), 
though widely credited for inventing mass media art in the country, simply followed her lead, 
																																																								
1 Jorge Romero Brest, Arte en la Argentina: últimas décadas (Buenos Aires: Paídos, 1969), 76. All translations mine 
unless otherwise indicated.  
2 Ibid., 71, 77, 89. To Brest, Pop was born “around the years 1961-62” with Minujín’s informalist pieces made of 
cardboard boxes displaying brand logos and labels. But he concedes that Ruben Santantonin was equally important 
to the development of Pop in the country. He notes that Minujín performs her happenings in Argentina before 
Greco’s first Vivo-Dito in the country.  




taking advantage of her relocation to New York to theorize her work.5 Minujín’s art, Brest 
concludes, epitomized the “new creative attitude in Buenos Aires” and was “more than 
interesting.”6 It was, in fact, “defining the spirit of its time,” an assessment that cannot be taken 
lightly given the Götterdämmerung constituting its backdrop.7  
Aside from being a trailblazing artist in her country, how did Minujín shape the visual 
arts in a consequential manner for the world beyond Argentina’s borders? It is my contention 
that Minujín’s media-centric environments, happenings, and performances of the sixties 
proffered a unique kind of counter-spectacular and populist art, whose potency resided in its 
carnivalesque ambiguity and ambivalence towards the phenomena, forces, and ideologies then 
reconfiguring both art and reality. The ambivalence of these works stemmed in large part from 
their institutional dependency and mimesis of spectacle culture, which were at odds with their 
outré and refractory nature. Their ambiguity was operative across various registers, including: 
their intermedial condition; jumbling of sensorial capabilities; authorial destabilizations; 
mnemonic fusion of reality and fiction; incongruous blend of high and low cultural forms; 
collapse of active-passive and subject-object binaries; and combination of coercion and shock 
with a jubilant tenor.  
Minujín’s embrace of a carnivalesque modality of ambiguity, excess, and 
transformation—which I conceptualize as positive negation in the following pages—allowed her 
art to resist dogmatic approaches to art making as well as totalizing forms of power and 
knowledge. Further, by leveraging the mass media and appropriating aspects of popular culture 
																																																								
5 Positioned as a critique of happenings and their limited reception, “Arte de los Medios Massivos” or Argentine 
mass media art encompasses a handful of artworks that use mass communication technologies, such as television, 
newspapers, and billboards, as an artistic medium. Created mostly throughout 1966, Argentine mass media art only 
exists within the channels of the media as a form of pure information, thereby signaling the advent of 
“dematerializing” conceptual art practices in the region.  
6 Brest, Arte en la Argentina, 76.  
7 Ibid.  
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and spectacle, Minujín’s art addressed and summoned a diverse mass audience, exposing this 
public to a dissensual, populist logic with potentially momentous ramifications extending outside 




Far from impartial, Brest was at times bombastic in his defense of headline-grabbing 
artists such as Minujín, for they were capable of advancing his central mission to promote 
Argentine art on the international stage. However, even with this caveat in mind, the critic’s 
singling out of the young Argentine artist is hard to dispute. By 1969, Minujín had already won 
many national prizes and grants; integrated several avant-garde milieus both abroad and at home; 
introduced new forms of art to Argentina; collaborated with world-renown artists; exhibited her 
work in influential art venues; and captivated the media.8  
Many concurred with Brest’s laudatory comments on Minujín. Masotta, a leading theorist 
of media art, privately acknowledges her influence in a letter to Brest:  
I have been committing myself, little by little, to the visual (or audiovisual) problem. 
Marta [Minujín] has had a lot to do with this: she’s the one who inspired me with that 
“anxious object” that she has above her, and that definitive penchant for “anxious 
history,” which is to say, for the evolution of a process where every stage devours the one 
immediately preceding it. 9  
 
Borrowed from Harold Rosenberg, the phrase “anxious object” is Masotta’s alternate appellation 
for media art (as seen, for instance, in the prologue of his book Happenings) while “anxious 
history” refers to his Hegelian view of negation as a dialectical process driving avant-garde art 
																																																								
8 Some of these distinctions include the National Di Tella Prize in 1964 and a 1966 Guggenheim Fellowship. More 
recently, Minujín received Spain’s 2016 Velazquez Prize for Plastic Arts as well as the Americas Society’s Cultural 
Achievement Award of 2018.    
9 Oscar Masotta to Romero Brest [Buenos Aires], December 1966. Archivo Jorge Romero Brest, Instituto de Teoría 
e Historia del Arte “Julio E. Payró,” Facultad de Filosofía y Letras, Universidad de Buenos Aires, Letter 501. 
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forward, as outlined in his essay “After Pop, We Dematerialize.”10 To Masotta, the development 
of the anxious object of mass media art would have been inconceivable without Minujín. He 
publicly and proudly described Minujín as an exceptional figure, a solatium for the shortcomings 
of Argentina’s art scene. In a review, he bemoans, “Still, the Argentines have not yet produced 
many Happenings (from 1962 to today [1966] they can be counted on the fingers of one hand).” 
“But,” he finishes optimistically, “we have produced Marta Minujín.”11 Rafael Squirru, the 
director of the Museum of Modern Art in Buenos Aires, effused about her work, devoting an 
entire poem to Minujín’s “courage as a primordial female” unafraid to break with the long-held 
conventions of high art.12   
 Yet the initial positive responses to Minujín’s oeuvre were brief and vague. Despite her 
many accomplishments and the passing recognition of Argentina’s most notable cultural arbiters, 
Minujín, “the soul of artistic renewal” in Argentina, remains until now a marginalized figure in 
the annals of Argentine art.13 Due to the sensationalizing media and hidebound cultural elites of 
Argentina, her art was frequently dismissed as merely “scandalous” and “spectacular.” This 
superficial assessment turned into an unquestioned commonplace as her fame grew and her 
oeuvre became conflated with her eccentric, ebullient, and attention-seeking public persona.14 As 
																																																								
10 Harold Rosenberg, The Anxious Object (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1966).  
11 Oscar Masotta, “Three Argentines in New York” in Listen, Here, Now!: Argentine Art of the 1960s: Writings of 
the Avant-garde (New York: The Museum of Modern Art, 2004), 186. 
12 Rafael Squirru, “Marta Minujín” in Marta Minujín: Obras 1959-1989 exh. cat. (Buenos Aires: MALBA—
Fundación Constantini, 2010), 205. 
13 Brest, Arte en la Argentina, 76. 
14 Minujín’s posturing is too often taken literally as her genuine self, despite her assertions that she enjoys 
embodying through her bravado “the archetype of Argentina” as well as the stereotype of the eccentric, swellheaded 
artist. “If you have an archetype in your head,” she explains, “you do not have to try to be yourself, you do not need 
to try to be yourself . .  . it’s relaxing.” Elsa García and Hemma Schmutz, “An Interview with Marta Minujín,” 
Vivências: Luis Camnitzer, Lygia Clark, Alberto Greco, David Lamelas, Lea Lublin, Cildo Meireles, Ana Mendieta, 
Marta Minujín, Helio Oiticica, ed. Sabine Breitwieser (Vienna: Generali Foundation; Köln, König, 2000), 234. She 
adds that she models herself after Greco but also Salvador Dali and Andy Warhol. “We [artists] are all the same, the 
same kind of personality, like Andy Warhol.” Vivências, 235. Nonetheless, this persona does take a toll on her. She 
admits in her diary entry of February 1963, “The worst is that this persona that I am becomes stronger day by day.” 
Even so, she cannot shed it, for her professional success partially depends on it, “The people who did not believe in 
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best illustrated by the later writings of Argentine art critic Marta Traba, Minujín’s works were, 
by the 1970s, widely perceived as faddish derivatives of U.S. and European art and accused of 
being disconnected from the social, political, and artistic issues of their time and place.15  
Towards the end of the 1960s, Brest pondered Minujín’s arrested academic reception. 
“She is intelligent but with no discursive culture,” he surmises in search of a cause.16 Though 
brusque, this assessment was founded on a kernel of truth. To this day, Minujín is not a prolific 
writer, eloquent speaker, or avid interpreter of her own art. Her writings are limited to a few 
texts: pamphlets accompanying gallery shows, personal (and, until 2018, unpublished) diaries, 
and the short-lived 1969 underground publication Lo inadvertido	[The	Unnoticed]	consisting 
primarily of esoteric poems and psychedelic drawings.17 Her recalcitrance in the sixties to 
articulate any of her thoughts in printed panegyrics was not only a response to the masculinist 
tendencies of Argentina’s publishing industry but also the result of her disdain for the 
conventionality of the written word, which seemed particularly sedate in a world overtaken by 
television and other mass media formats. “I don’t believe in words,” she explained to a reporter 
in 1966.18 Minujín’s indifference to penning tracts on her art was also an indirect consequence of 
her chief goal to reach a mass audience. As Argentine anthropologist Néstor García Canclini 
																																																																																																																																																																																		
me, now do. Those who thought I was a snob have stopped thinking it, and I feel that my moment is coming.” Marta 
Minujín, Tres inviernos en París: diarios íntimos (1961-194) (Buenos Aires: Reservoir Narrativa, 2018), 168.  
15 See Marta Traba’s Arte latinoamericano actual (Caracas: Ediciones de la Biblioteca de la Universidad Central de 
Venezuela, 1972) and Dos Décadas Vulnerables (Mexico, Siglo Veintiuno Editores, 1973).  
16 Brest, Arte en la Argentina, 77. This assessment is unwarranted considering that Minujín is highly educated. She 
not only attended the prestigious school Manuel Belgrano de Bellas Artes but also obtained a license as an art 
teacher, a profession she briefly practiced. Regarding her early education, Minujín writes, “While I studied [art], I 
audited philosophy and architecture. I read a lot, I surrounded myself with intelligent people from whom I learned 
everyday.” See Minujín, Tres inviernos, 10.  
17 Lo Inadvertido offers a window into Minujín’s relationship to the written word. Penned in an acid-induced mode 
of stream-of-consciousness, these nonlinear, nonsensical texts were repeatedly interrupted by doodles and seemed to 
resist more than conform to a traditional, that is, patriarchic lingual economy. For more see Fernando García, Marta 
Minujín: Los años psicodelicos (Buenos Aires: Mansalva, 2015). In May 2018, Minujín publishes her diaries of the 
early 1960s as a book, Tres Inviernos en París: Diarios íntimos. In the prologue, she explains that her diaries were 
“her cable to earth,” a private and therapeutic activity centering more on Minujín’s personal struggles and 
professional anxieties than on the meaning of her art. Minujín, Tres inviernos, 13. 
18 Anonymous, “Sociología del Pop,” Primera Plana 4.191 (Buenos Aires), August 23, 1966, 76-77: 77. 
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observes, literature’s predominance over the visual arts in Latin America—a region plagued by a 
pervasive analphabetism—is both a cause and a symptom of “the divorce between elites and the 
people.”19 “In societies with a high rate of illiteracy,” Canclini remarks, “documenting and 
organizing culture chiefly through written means is a way of reserving memory and the use of 
symbolic goods for the few.”20 Accordingly, Minujín may have well considered text to be an 
inherently unproductive medium, especially given her aim to make art for a largely unschooled 
mass public. Additionally, Minujín viewed most monolithic bodies of thought with suspicion 
and, therefore, refrained from explaining her art and actions via any particular philosophy or 
concept. While discussing Mao, Che Guevarra, and the Yippies with a reporter, she underlined, 
“There are very few people that I totally like. Very few ideologies that I totally espouse. To 
channel a totality, the only thing I can do are these things [my art].”21   
It was instead the persuasive and erudite Masotta, who, in the 1960s, took the discursive 
lead by publishing various books, articles, and lectures critiquing Argentine art of this period. 
Happenings, one of Masotta’s most important books, sheds light on the art historical sidelining 
of Minujín. Published in 1967, Happenings compiles a variety of texts from different Argentine 
intellectuals conversant in structuralism and semiology. It represents one of the earliest and 
hence most influential critical responses to Argentine art concerned with live action and the mass 
media. From 1967 on, this seemingly comprehensive book becomes an essential yet distorting 
prism through which to view Argentine art based in action and the body. It simultaneously grants 
																																																								
19 Néstor García Canclini, Hybrid Cultures: Strategies for Entering and Leaving Modernity, trans. Christopher L. 
Chiappari and Silvia López (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1995), 94.  
20 Ibid., 94-95.  
21 Adriana, “Dicen Que Estoy Loca,” Siete Días, year 2, no. 69 (Buenos Aires), September 2-8, 1968, 44-46. [F.C.U] 
Fundación Espigas—Marta Minujín Special Archive. Folder Minujín 11: 1968, item 21. Note: Many Argentine 
newspapers did not list the full name of authors (or any author at all) for the articles they published. Additionally, 
many of the newspaper and magazine articles collected by Argentine archives, such as Fundación Espigas, are 
clippings lacking page numbers, source, or date of publication. I will use the acronym F.C.U., standing for Full 
Citation Unavailable, when such cases occur.  
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Masotta—a maverick intellectual, who only very briefly works as an artist—a disproportionate 
preponderance in the art narratives of the decade.22 
In the prologue of Happenings, Masotta immediately pushes aside the artworks 
constituting the origins and genealogy—that is, the history tout court—of the genre his book 
purports to historicize. By asserting with no clear justification that the Argentine happening 
reached its apogee in 1966, Masotta delimits the parameters of his book to an analysis of the 
happenings realized only within that year. This methodology is striking, since the paucity of 
happenings occurring before 1966 should have facilitated these works’ inclusion in his book. 
Tellingly, Masotta decided to become an artist in 1966, a career shift that perhaps feeds his belief 
that “a certain maturity in terms of the reflection on the products of avant-garde art” came to 
fruition at this very moment.23 As made clear from his ensuing observation that his book should 
have been titled Happenings and Mass Communication Media, the critic-artist was preoccupied 
not with happenings alone but primarily with their evolution into mass media art. His omission 
of Minujín’s earlier work is consequently all the more glaring, since all her happenings in the 
region used mass communication technologies in some significant manner, thus creating a bridge 
between the U.S. and European happenings of the late 1950s and the ostensible flourishing of 
Argentine media art in 1966. Even so, Masotta’s book stubbornly centers on the activities of Arte 
de Los Medios [Art of the Mass Communications Media], a collective of local artists with whom 
he collaborated from the moment of its timely formation in 1966.24 
																																																								
22 In his 1967 lecture “After Pop,We Dematerialize” (later published in Conciencia y Estructura in 1969), Masotta 
provocatively declares, “I am not a Happening-maker” and subsequently stresses that he has not devoted the bulk of 
his activities to happenings or the traditional arts. Masotta, “After Pop, We Dematerialize” in Listen, Here, Now!, 
212. 
23 Masotta, “Prologue to Happenings” in Listen, Here, Now!, 180. 
24 Its main members were Roberto Jacoby, Eduardo Costa, and Raul Escari. Masotta’s influence over these artists 
was so strong that Jacoby described the period of his career between 1965 and 1968 as his “Masottian years.” For 
more, see Ana Longoni and Mario Mestman, “After Pop, We Dematerialize: Oscar Masotta, Happenings, and Media 
Art at the Beginnings of Conceptualism,” in Listen, Here Now!, 164.  
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 There is no doubt that Masotta’s small oeuvre, along with the media art that he theorized 
for the Medios group, represents an important Argentine response to North American and 
European art, one deserving of scholarly attention. The intellectual’s pivotal role in the history of 
Argentine art is well established, and this dissertation will turn to Masotta’s insightful criticism 
at several key moments. Notwithstanding, Masotta’s biases and structural blindspots also have to 
be acknowledged. The prologue of Happenings already betrays the critic’s unease with the 
narrow framework he establishes within its pages. In its conclusion, Masotta abruptly professes 
the importance of remembering the dates and names his book excises. One of the key figures he 
places at the heart of this untold history is Marta Minujín:  
In any case, the Happening has a history in Argentina. It is therefore necessary to 
remember landmarks, dates, names. I would say that at the center of this brief history 
there are two names: Alberto Greco and Marta Minujín. And perhaps one can understand 
nothing about Minujín without taking into account her friendship with Greco.25 
 
In this terse recognition, Masotta elevates Minujín to a position of relevancy while 
simultaneously subordinating her to Greco by maintaining that she can only be understood 
through her relationship to the senior painter—a perspective, which denies the young artist any 
creative independence or originality and expunges the differences between her art and Greco’s.26 
In a single and deft rhetorical maneuver, Minujín’s name surfaces only to be reburied. The 
consequences are immediately felt. After listing all the happenings and pertinent artworks 
(including Minujín’s) that the book leaves unexamined, Masotta’s prologue discusses Greco’s art 
																																																								
25 Masotta, “Prologue to Happenings” in Listen, Here, Now!, 183. 
26 Because of his Vivo-Dito pieces, Greco is often designated as the point of genesis for happenings, performance, 
and even conceptual art practices in Argentina. The problematizing fact that Greco’s Vivo-Ditos originated in 
Europe and were not performed in Argentina until 1964 is usually ignored. Mari Carmen Ramírez, for instance, 
highlights the centrality of Greco’s art in her mapping of conceptualism in Latin America, despite acknowledging 
that the artist “generally worked in isolation.” (Ramírez, “Tactics for Thriving on Adversity: Conceptualism in Latin 
America, 1960-80” in Inverted Utopias: Avant-Garde Art in Latin America (New Haven: Yale University Press, 
2004), 427.) The development of performative and conceptualist practices in Argentina was possible precisely 




and its influence on future generations of artists without ever returning to Minujín’s 
contributions.27 
The effect of Masotta’s temporal delimitations, willful displacements, and desultory 
discussion of Minujín’s happenings can still be perceived in the latest literature addressing 
Argentine art of this period. The touchstone anthology Listen, Here, Now!: Argentine Art of the 
1960s: Writings of the Avant-Garde, for example, devotes a full chapter, “Oscar Masotta and the 
Art of Media,” to the inexhaustible writer, subsuming the entire critical discussion of happenings 
under his theories and Arte de los Medios.28 In this chapter, art historians Ana Longoni and 
Mario Mestman briefly describe Minujín’s art but refrain from interpreting it, choosing instead to 
cite Masotta’s own fragmentary criticism of Minujín’s work. Their important book Del Di Tella 
a “Tucumán Arde”: vanguardia artística y política en el ’68 argentino also silences Minujín. It 
constructs an itinerary of the rapprochement of Argentine art and politics during the sixties by, in 
large part, interviewing the period’s leading artists. Despite recognizing Minujín as a 
																																																								
27 Since Minujín creates a Three Country Happening in 1966, the next section of Happenings, titled “On Marta 
Minujín,” addresses Minujín’s latest piece through three short texts. The first and most substantial is Verón’s essay 
“On Marta Minujín: A Happening of the Mass Media: Notes for a Semantic Analysis,” which provides a structural 
analysis of Minujín’s Simultaneidad en simultaneidad [Simultaneity in Simultaneity]. Perceiving Simultaneidad en 
simultaneidad as a deconstruction and inversion of normative TV spectatorship that elevates an everyday, mass 
activity to the plane of high art, Verón contends that Minujín’s happening is caught in a “process of ‘elitization.’” 
(Verón, “Sobre Marta Minujín: un happening de los medios masivos: notas para un analisis semantico” in 
Happenings (Buenos Aires: 1967), 90). His analysis of the happening is fundamentally flawed, for it discusses only 
the first part of the happening, Simultaneidad envolvente [Involving Simultaneity], and ignores its second half, 
Invasión instantanea [Instantaneous Invasion]. The second text on Minujín is a brief and factual description of 
Simultaneidad en simultaneidad that includes no analysis whatsoever. The last is Masotta’s 1966 essay “Three 
Argentines in New York,” which briefly examines (in four paragraphs exactly) not a happening but just one of 
Minujín’s environments, El Batacazo [The Long Shot] (1965), before proceeding to the art of Luis Felipe Noé and 
Julio Le Parc. Overall, this section devoted to Minujín is cursory and shallow.  
28 Tellingly, this touchstone book organizes nearly all of its chapters around important male figures (Jorge Romero 
Brest, Oscar Masotta, Leon Ferrari, etc.). Just five primary texts written by only three women, including Minujín, 
are featured in its nearly four hundred pages. These facts reveal to what degree the logos in Argentina’s highly 
patriarchic society was the domain of men in the 1960s.  
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“protagonist of the porteña vanguard,” the book does not interview her and mentions the artist 
only in a handful of fleeting tangents.29  
Claire Bishop’s writings on Argentine participatory art in Artificial Hells: Participatory 
Art and the Politics of Spectatorship also follow this pattern. Although Bishop acknowledges the 
difficulty in making generalizations on Argentina’s highly independent and disparate artists, she 
nevertheless insists on the centrality of Masotta and interprets most of Argentina’s participatory 
artworks through his concept of “social sadism.” Bishop recognizes that this approach is 
“perverse,” since her entire case rests on only one of the three works of art ever created by 
Masotta.30 Despite the aggressive objectification at work in Minujín’s projects, Bishop mentions 
these only in passing as if to protect the singularity of Masotta’s socially sadistic piece. She 
quickly sketches Suceso plástico [Plastic Event] (1965) as a mere steppingstone to Masotta’s 
work and subsequently carps that Minujín’s Kidnappenings (1973), though patently Argentine in 
its use of coercion, “tells us more about Minujín’s self-exploitation for a US audience than it 
does about the specific tenor of participatory art produced in Argentina.”31 Similarly to Traba, 
Bishop reviles the drama of Kidnappenings’s actions as attention-seeking manipulation and 
misrepresents Minujín’s international presence as proof of the artist’s disconnection from 
																																																								
29 Ana Longoni and Mario Mestman, Del Di Tella a “Tucumán Arde”: vanguardia artística y política en el ’68 
argentino (Buenos Aires: El Cielo Por Asalto, 2000), 51.  
30 Claire Bishop, Artificial Hells: Participatory Art and the Politics of Spectatorship (London: Verso Books, 2012), 
106. Although Bishop briefly discusses Masotta’s El helicoptero, most of her analysis of social sadism relies on just 
one of Masotta’s works, To Induce the Spirit of the Image (1966). She describes El helicoptero and Masotta’s only 
other happening as “less pertinent.” (Bishop, 112). Although Masotta categorized To Induce as a happening, the 
work was in reality a fully scripted and rehearsed performance piece with hired actors, who remained within the 
space of a delineated stage and did not interact with a quietly observing audience. Bishop, however, does not 
question Masotta’s labeling of this work as a happening and does not explain how this work, so structurally similar 
to a short play, is actually participatory in nature. She, instead, repeatedly refers to the paid actors of this piece as 
“participants”—a slippage that obfuscates the highly conventional and voyeuristic passivity of the work’s viewers. 
Indeed, it seems Bishop is less interested in tracing a history of participatory artworks in Argentina than in 
constructing a lineage of artworks with sadistic and objectifying dimensions, whether participatory in nature or not.  
31 Bishop, 118. 
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Argentina—an unconvincing conclusion considering Kidnappenings’s explicit references to the 
country’s violent political climate.32  
Due to the obstinate scholarly focus on Masotta’s numerous texts and minuscule oeuvre, 
accounts addressing Argentine happenings and their principal outgrowth (mass media art) overly 
emphasize or even simply begin with the second half of the sixties. Del Di Tella a “Tucumán 
Arde” is a perfect example of this tendency. Longoni and Mestman’s cursory treatment of the 
period stretching from 1964 to 1966 turns those years into a mere preamble to the political 
radicalization and dematerialization of art towards 1968, the year on which the bulk of the book 
centers. Expectedly, such skewed or abbreviated histories of the decade often yield 
oversimplifications. In her examination of participatory art in Argentina, for instance, Bishop 
makes the reductive and dubious claim that, in comparison to the predominantly “sensuous” art 
of Brazil, Argentine works are “more cerebral and self-reflexive” and require viewers to only 
“think and analyse [Bishop’s emphasis].”33 Could such overly neat and distantly racialized 
dichotomies be seriously defended if Minujín’s self-reflexive and multi-sensorial works were 
granted a more important place in Latin American art history?  
																																																								
32 In 1973, Marxist guerillas executed scores of kidnappings targeting employees of foreign companies and wealthy 
businessmen, some of whom were American citizens. Kidnappenings can be seen as an allusion to this string of 
kidnappings, which had garnered attention even in the U.S. thanks to The New York Times. Although Kidnapenning 
is beyond the geographical and temporal scope of this dissertation, it is my preliminary hypothesis that 
Kidnappening’s abduction of visitors to a powerful museum with corporate ties deliberately paralleled the anti-
capitalist, anti-imperialist message of Argentina’s kidnappings. Bishop vaguely discusses Kidnappening’s reference 
to “a political framework of repression” but does not elaborate further. (Bishop, 118) She ultimately finds the work’s 
combination of violence and an aesthetic of “glitzy Pop chic” to be “uneasy.” (Bishop, 118) However, it is precisely 
this discomfiting, irreconcilable ambivalence—the carnivalesque tendency to address the flaws, contradictions and 
abuses of the status quo through a joyful effervescence and material excess—that distinguishes the critical 
operations of Minujín’s art from that of her peers’. In fact, it is because Argentina’s anti-capitalist abductions 
blatantly, brutally, and ironically commodified human life (The New York Times reported that the leftist guerillas 
had amassed over $15 million in four years) that a Pop aesthetic was apposite for the representation of such a 
phenomenon. For more details on the kidnappings of 1973, see Jonathan Kandell, “2 Kidnapped in Argentina as 
Country Awaits Peron,” The New York Times, June 20, 1973. < https://www.nytimes.com/1973/06/20/archives/2-
kidnapped-in-agrentina-as-country-awaits-peron-15million-paid-in.html> (Last accessed: February 26, 2019)  
33 Bishop, 125-126.  
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One particularly pernicious and commonly believed generalization on Argentine 
happenings is worth addressing in greater detail. In Listen, Here, Now!, Longoni and Mestman 
quickly brush aside Argentine happenings as an immature art form turned into a toothless trend 
by the media.34 Without analyzing any particular happening, they prematurely conclude, “Once 
the communication media constructed the ‘myth’ of the happening, it was difficult to recover 
that utopian potential that some searched to place as a total genre that could fuse all other 
[genres] and reinsert in art a vital praxis.”35 In Longoni and Mestman’s teleology towards 1968, 
the media art of Masotta, Jacoby, Escari, and Costa emerges as the only “alternative” to the 
“limitations” of the happening so easily recuperated by the media.36 Such ungenerous 
comparisons turning happenings into simple foils for mass media art stretch back to the 1960s. In 
1967, for instance, the influential sociologist Eliseo Verón maintains that happenings are 
concerned with social action on a “microscopic” level. Media art, by contrast, succeeds in 
fulfilling the democratic goal of reaching a mass audience.37  
However, careful consideration of Minujín’s oeuvre reveals that these accepted 
explanations of the relationship between Argentina’s first happenings and the media constitute 
yet another crude myth. The dynamic between happenings and the media is, in reality, reiterative 
and dialogical. Fully cognizant of the latter’s operations, Minujín foresaw the mediatization of 
her work and made spectacle culture’s prowess at recuperation and subjective conditioning the 
central theme of her first happenings. With this as their end, her happenings manipulated 
channels of mass communication, amplifying their effects to the point of betraying their 
determination of reality. 
																																																								
34 See Longoni and Mestman, “After Pop, We Dematerialize: Oscar Masotta, Happenings, and Media Art at the 
Beginnigns of Conceptualism,” in Listen, Here, Now!, 156. 
35 Longoni and Mestman, Del Di Tella a “Tucumán Arde,” 55-56. 
36 Ibid., 56. 
37 Eliseo Verón, “La Obra,” Ramona 9-10 (2000-2001): 47. Originally written in 1967.  
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The recovery of Minujín’s art is therefore pressing. In their introduction of their 
exceptionally linear “itinerary of ’68,” Longoni and Mestman acknowledge the “coexistence of 
distinct itineraries that were successive or simultaneous,” but the duo never names these.38 
Minujín’s journey as an artist in the sixties is one of these untold stories on the inception and 
development of participatory, action-based, and media-centric art in Latin America. Her case 
demonstrates that the Argentine critique of European and American happenings—which is 
usually thought to have begun in 1966 with works, such as Masotta’s El helicóptero [The 
Helicopter] and Happening para un jabalí muerto [Happening for a Dead Boar] (a.k.a. 
Happening de participación total [Total Participation Happening] or El anti-happening [The 
Anti-Happening])—was actually articulated since 1963. In other words, despite all its bustling 
activity, 1966, the much-celebrated “year of the avant-garde,” did not mark any radical 
departures for Argentine art.39 Rather, the art of that year was the logical continuation and 
conclusion of earlier, groundbreaking, and autochthonous artistic experiments. Coercion as 
participation; the division of the participating public along class lines; the blurring of art and life 
as a mixing of fiction and reality; a critical questioning of immediacy; a self-reflexive analysis of 
the media as medium—all these were defining features of Minujín’s art, features that were 





38 Longoni and Mestman, Del Di Tella a “Tucumán Arde,” 19.  
39 Longoni and Mestman, for instance, use the phrase in Del Di Tella a “Tucumán Arde,” 45. 
40 Minujín understood the historical avant-garde’s project of bringing art into life differently from other proponents 
of happenings, such as Kaprow. The blurring of art and life quickly slipped into an investigation of the fusing of 
art/artifice and life/reality. This relationship between fact and fiction was, first, examined as a symptom of spectacle 
culture in a capitalist society and was eventually linked to the machinations of Onganía’s dictatorship, the disruption 
of truth being a precondition as well as a central strategy of fascism. For more, see Chapter 3. 
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Unlike most Argentine artists of the 1960s, Minujín explicitly and continuously pursued a 
mass audience. “It was vanguard art, but also mass art,” the artist later insisted with regards to 
her first happenings.41 “And,” she underscored, “I believe that I was the only person at the Di 
Tella who had that mass thing, the others were much more of the elite.”42 She also subsequently 
described her pop works of the sixties as “Popular, popular art, art that the whole world could 
understand.”43 Throughout this decade, she often spoke of her desire to reach a “mass mind” and 
to bring people from the streets into the hushed halls of galleries and museums—a goal she met 
in a truly unprecedented manner.44 Because she prioritized her mass public over the museum’s 
(arguably elitist) mission of conservation, Minujín committed in 1963 to an ephemeral mode, “I 
felt and declared that art was much more important for human beings than the eternity to which 
only the most cultured have access: art kept in Museums and galleries.”45 Just a year later, she 
explained to the media, “My ‘advents’ are created with the public in mind.”46  
Oriented towards this mass public, all of Minujín's happenings in the region infiltrated 
the media, reaching hundreds of thousands, if not millions, of viewers and listeners. “I 
communicated very well with people from the pueblo,” she boasted years later, deliberately 
inflecting her speech with a populist tenor, “they like what I do, I do things through television.”47 
But she also constructed completely unorthodox environments, which drew enormous and 
																																																								
41 Marta Minujín, interview with John King in El Di Tella y el desarrollo cultural argentino en la década del 
sesenta (Buenos Aires: Asunto Impresio Ediciones, 2007), 362. 
42 Ibid. 
43 Ibid. 
44 Ibid. Minujín links her desire to reach a mass audience to a Pop aesthetic, because Pop Art was interpreted in 
Argentina, most notably by Masotta, as an art addressing not individuals but a mass audience. For more on this, see 
Longoni and Mestman’s discussion of Masotta’s Pop readings in “After Pop, We Dematerialize: Oscar Masotta, 
Happenings, and Media Art at the Beginnigns of Conceptualism,” in Listen, Here, Now!, 159.   
45 Marta Minujín, “Destrucción de mis obras en el Impasse Ronsin—Paris. Junio de 1963,” cited in Andrea Giunta, 
Avant-Garde, Internationalism, and Politics: Argentine Art in the Sixties, trans. Peter Kahn (Durham: Duke 
University Press, 2007) 148. 
46 Fanny Polimeni, “La muchacha del colchón,” Para Ti, Year 43, no.2215 (Buenos Aires) December 22, 1964. n.p. 
Fundación Espigas Archives—Marta Minujín Special Archives.  Minujín Folder 7: 1964, item 10. 
47 King, 362. 
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diverse crowds to the highbrow Instituto Di Tella, where her environments were usually 
exhibited. Artist León Ferrari observed that Minujín had the “intention, or result, of presenting 
works with ingenious, innovative or amusing characteristics that instigated a major influx of 
visitors. These are works that the artist makes available to a large public from an elite position in 
a close cultural alliance with [elite] minorities and, sometimes, within the institutions belonging 
to minorities.”48  
Her environments were such a nonpareil source of fascination that long queues of people 
wrapped around several city blocks in the vicinity of the Di Tella. This exceptional sight greatly 
contributed to the area’s pejorative nickname as “la manzana loca” or “the crazy block.” A 
savvy manipulator of the media, Minujín nurtured her notoriety through her exuberant public 
façade and outlandish outfits, willfully spurring public interest in her art.49 Because her artworks 
appealed to a large public—encompassing teenagers, students, members of the working classes, 
bohemians, and other sidelined groups previously unseen in Buenos Aires’s highly rarefied art 
venues—the conservative cultural elite denigrated her most ambitious projects as unsophisticated 
and vapid spectacles analogous to lowbrow forms of entertainment and popular recreational 
sites, such as amusement parks, funhouses, fairs, carnivals, and sports stadiums.50  
																																																								
48 Leon Ferrari, “El arte de los significados” in Longoni and Mestman, Del Di Tella a “Tucumán Arde,” 140. In this 
text, Ferrari attempts to draw similarities between Minujín and Julio Le Parc. In his conflation of Le Parc’s art with 
Minujín’s, Ferrari casts Minujín’s invitation of “minorities” into the space of art as a form of paternalism—a charge 
that is more applicable to Le Parc than to Minujín.    
49 Minujín’s signature outfit—colorful jumpsuits—had populist as well as feminist undertones. Because her 
grandfather made overalls for factory workers in Buenos Aires, Minujín knew that wearing these jumpsuits aligned 
her with the working classes. She repudiated the image of the artist as an aesthete or intellectual, preferring to recast 
the artist as a producer. She also wore these gender-neutral jumpsuits because these completely covered her body 
and minimized her femininity. Her intention was to divert attention away from her feminine physique or 
womanhood—a perpetual talking point for the media—and towards her role as a laboring artist. This, however, does 
not mean that Minujín rejected the attention of the media; she rather manipulated it. The bright hues and bold 
patterns of her overalls, coupled with her flashy sunglasses and accessories, assured that Minujín was always a 
cynosure wherever she went.    
50 Both Masotta and Brest, for example, compare her works to amusement parks. Rafael Squirru also associates her 
work with Luna Park. Minujín herself repeatedly describes her art as a type of “Coney Island of the mind,” This sort 
of criticism is also typical of happenings in other contexts. André Breton, for instance, describes happenings as “the 
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Yet these popular associations were deliberate and, indeed, the point of Minujín’s art. 
Countering her detractors, Romero Brest maintained that amusement parks were representative 
of a new cultural and spectacular form of expression worth examining.51 Through their 
evocations of popular sites and the culture brewing therein, Minujín’s works effectuated a de-
territorialization of exclusive bourgeois spaces. As a whole, Minujín’s happenings and 
environments represented populist counter-spectacles with an ambivalent stance towards their 
host institutions and technological means of broadcast.  
I derive the notion of counter-spectacle from “counter-environment,” a term coined by 
media theorist Marshall McLuhan, an acquaintance and very important thinker to Minujín. In his 
theorization of media, McLuhan explains that every new technology or medium ushers in a new 
environment “rearrang[ing] patterns of human association,” perception, and subjectivity. 52 This 
process is so pervasive and naturalized as to be imperceptible and cannot “become visible until 
the artist creates [a] counter-environment of art objects.”53 Only such artistic counter-
environments can delve into “the psychic and social implications of technology,”54 thereby 
making the environment the subject of “appraisal, appreciation, and criticism.”55 Minujín’s 
																																																																																																																																																																																		
progeny of Hellzapoppin,” a circus side-act at the center of a musical later adapted to film. (For more on Breton’s 
view of happenings, see Jean-Jacques Lebel, Le happening, 12) Darko Suvin also explains that happenings are akin 
to nonplotted genres of spectacle, such as “pageants, fairs, jugglers, and circus and the intermediary genres of music-
hall and cabaret, vaudeville, burlesque, etc.” Significantly, Suvin notes, “nonplotted genres are sociologically, as a 
rule, lower-class forms.” Suvin, “Reflections on Happenings,” Happenings and Other Acts, ed. Mariellen R. 
Sandford (London: Routledge, 1995) 292. 
51 “Conferencia Sobre ‘La Menesunda’ en El Inst. Di Tella,” La Prensa, June 14, 1965. n.p. F.C.U. Marta Minujín 
Archives. Press Folder 1960. Note: Most of the articles reporting on Minujín’s art were cut out from newspapers and 
magazines by the artist or her parents in an unsystematic manner. Consequently, the page numbers, full name of the 
author, and/or source for articles are not always known. I will flag such cases with the acronym F.C.U. Relatedly, 
the materials of the Minujín Archive are organized into several unnumbered folders and binders that fall into three 
categories: Press, Correspondence, and Artworks. These folders are organized according to decade, and each work 
of art has its own folder. That said, press articles or letters can be found within the folder for an artwork. None of the 
items inside the binders and folders are numbered or labeled in a systematic way.  
52 Marshall McLuhan, “The Future of Man in the Electric Age (1965)” in Understanding Me: Lectures and 
Interviews, ed. Stephanie McLuhan and David Staines (Cambridge, Mass.: The MIT Press, 2005), 57. 90-91 
53 Marshall McLuhan, “The Marfleet Lectures (1967)” in Understanding Me, 119. 
54 Marshall McLuhan, “Cybernetics and Human Culture (1964),” in Understanding Me, 49. 
55 McLuhan, “The Marfleet Lectures,” in Understanding Me, 119.  
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projects performed this revelatory function as counter-environmental “mirrors of the present.”56 
The prefix “counter,” however, cannot be taken too literally, given McLuhan’s paradigmatic 
example of a counter-environment: Canada, in relation to a U.S.-led world environment. As 
implied by the numerous cultural similarities and staunch alliance between Canada and the U.S., 
a counter-environment does not radically oppose dominant societal conditions but, rather, exists 
in a “calculated ambivalence,” defined by mimesis but also criticality.57	  
Nevertheless, I modify McLuhan’s concept of the counter-environment by integrating it 
with Guy Debord’s notion of the spectacle, for the latter term, while firmly linked to the genesis 
of television and sound film as traced by Jonathan Crary, does not limit its explanation of 
societal circumstances to technological causes alone.58 As Guy Debord posits, the spectacle is 
the perceivable expression of the organization of all social relations through the mediation of 
power’s images. This power can be capitalist or fascist in nature as well as a combination of the 
two, as was the case in Argentina towards the end of the sixties. As counter-spectacles, Minujín’s 
art exposed power’s machinations, aimed to disrupt spectacle’s “image of happy unification,”59 
and hoped to trigger desires for alternative sociopolitical arrangements.60 Anticipating and 
fulfilling Debord’s 1967 postulation that “when analyzing the spectacle, one speaks, to some 
																																																								
56 Ibid. To McLuhan, art as a counter-environment can perform many interrelated functions that are not always 
welcomed. Aside from generally shedding light on the environment, it can also serve as a model or even “early-
warning system” for future social arrangements and technological innovations; help individuals and traditional ways 
of life adapt to a new environment; uncover the hidden potential of existing technologies; and reprogram the 
dominant environment itself. Marshall McLuhan, “The Medium is the Massage (1966)” in Understanding Me, 76.  
57 McLuhan describes Canada’s ambivalence or “between-ness” in depth. He writes, “Canada has no goals or 
directions, yet shares so much of the American character and experience. . . . Sharing the American way without 
commitment to American goals or responsibilities, makes the Canadian intellectually detached and observant as an 
interpreter of the American destiny.” Marshall McLuhan and Bruce R. Powers, The Global Village: Transformations 
in World Life and Media in the 21st Century (New York: Oxford University Press, 1989), 149-150.  
58 See Jonathan Crary, “Spectacle, Attention, Counter-Memory,” October 50 (Autumn 1989): 96-107.  
59 Guy Debord, The Society of the Spectacle (London: Rebel Press, 2000), note 63, n.p. 
60 Debord writes, “The consciousness of desire and the desire for consciousness are identically the project, which, in 




extent, the language of the spectacular itself,” 61 her works had a self-conscious and hyperbolic 
relationship to the various manifestations of the spectacle culture in which they operated. Roland 
Barthes, whose Mythologies were widely read in Argentina during the 1960s, takes this notion a 
step further.62 Through the adoption of the spectacle’s idiom, one can create a second-order 
spectacle capable of demystifying and problematizing the first.63 
This seemingly paradoxical strategy of disarticulation and re-articulation is central to 
counter-hegemonic efforts, according to political philosophers Chantal Mouffe and Íñigo 
Errejón. The latter notes, “counter-hegemony is not a complete rejection, or a total exteriority. It 
accepts part of the hegemonic order and aims to rearticulate it and give it a sense of contestation: 
it has one foot in the existing common sense, and the other in the possibility of change.”64 
Mouffe immediately acquiesces, “it’s possible to fight in and against, or on the inside but [also 
by] trying to cut across that setting to give it a different meaning. . . .[T]he crux of the matter, the 
key to counter-hegemony [is] to be capable of operating from within and from outside at the 
same time.”65 Along these lines, Minujín’s art entered the terrain built by an unquestioned 
sociopolitical consensus only to better create a friction between its structuring forces.66 These 
included spectacle culture and its sister phenomena (autocracy, globalization, and consumerism), 
																																																								
61 Debord, note 11, n.p.  
62 Roland Barthes, Mythologies, trans. Annette Lavers (New York: Noonday Press, 1972).  
63 Roland Barthes, “Myth Today” in Mythologies, 135. 
64 Iñigo Errejón and Chantal Mouffe, Podemos: In the Name of the People (London: Lawrence & Wishart, 2016), 
44. 
65 Errejón and Mouffe, 45.  
66 I am using the term “consensus” as defined by Jacques Rancière, that is, as the total agreement between “a mode 
of sensory presentation and a regime of meaning.” As a mode of government, consensus imposes that “there is one 
unique reality to which everything must be related, a reality that is experienceable as a sense datum and which has 
only one possible signification.” Rancière, Dissensus: On Politics and Aesthetics, ed. and trans. Steven Corcoran 
(London: Bloomsbury Academic, 2010), 152. Consensus therefore reduces politics to a police order in which the 
distribution of the sensible is entirely decided by general law and seen as self-evident. Such a situation precludes the 
emergence of politics (la politique). 
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which together gradually constructed what Mouffe identifies as the “post-social-democratic” and 
neoliberal hegemony in which we still live today.67 
To be clear, Minujín’s works were not populist simply because of their popularity. Her 
environments, especially Importación [Importation] (1968), evinced the political logic of 
populism, as theorized by Argentine political philosopher Ernesto Laclau. Populism, Laclau 
proposes, requires the social field to be dichotomized by a crisis in representation in which the 
plurality of the social demands of a heterogeneous group remains unaddressed by the reigning 
institutional system. The camp with unsatisfied demands then begins to constitute itself as an 
oppressed cohesive force and righteous historical actor (“the people”) in opposition to exponents 
of the dysfunctional status quo (usually, the ruling oligarchy).68 Philosopher Jacques Rancière 
describes this process in more general terms, “politics breaks with the order of the police by 
inventing new subjects…[and] new forms of collective enunciation.”69 The unfulfilled demands 
or collective enunciations of the people bring to the fore “the presence of an absence”: a utopian 
idea of a fully reconciled society in which all social demands are heard and realized.70 Laclau 
concludes, “the need to constitute a ‘people’ . . . arises only when that fullness is not achieved, 
and partial objects within society (aims, figures, symbols) are so cathected that they become the 
name of its absence.”71  
																																																								
67 In this world order, which crystalized after the collapse of the Soviet Union, the adversarial mode of politics is 
deemed obsolete and a centrist consensus culture, privileging capitalism, rather than socialism, takes hold. Mouffe 
also describes this as a “post-politics” modernity in which individualism, consumerism, and privatization triumph 
over collective identities, civic engagement, and the welfare state. New forms of domination, emerging from the rise 
of globalized financial capitalism, along with the entrenchment of economic and political elites, results in the 
erosion of the people’s sovereignty and wealth—a process Errejón describes as the “Latin Americanization” of 
developed nations. Errejón and Mouffe, 22, 94. 
68 Ernesto Laclau, On Populist Reason (London: Verso, 2005), 99.   
69 Rancière, Dissensus, 147. 
70 Laclau, 112.  
71 Ibid., 117.  
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While no oeuvre could singlehandedly trigger a populist movement, Minujín’s 
environmental works were such cathected partial objects.72 They allowed the naming of an 
absence and a need—in Argentina’s particular case, a people. Importación, as will be argued in 
Chapter 6, disseminated banned products, symbols, styles, ideas, and rhetoric that—to use 
Rancière’s words instead of Laclau’s—make “the invisible visible [and] question the self-
evidence of the visible.”73 In other words, the environment proposed ways of life, political 
positions, and collectivities that had become impossible, even unimaginable, under the 
dictatorship. Polemical rather than political, it destabilized what Rancière calls the distribution of 
the sensible: the commonly accepted system of partitions and delimitations defining and 
organizing what presents itself to sense experience (i.e., what can be seen and heard but also 
what can be spoken, done, and thought) within a particular aesthetic-political regime.74 This 
“reframing of the real” represented an opportunity for the emergence of a dissensus through 
which unfulfilled social demands and a betrayed public interest could become salient.  
																																																								
72 I am not making a case for the political efficacy of Minujín’s art. Rather, I am overlaying Rancière’s account of 
the efficacy of dissensus with populism’s logic to explain how Minujín’s art was questionning the distribution of the 
sensible in a manner that was populist, i.e., in a manner that allowed “the people” and its demands to create a 
dissensus and become visible, thinkable. To Rancière, this would be a paradox or impossibility, since, he specifies, 
any “framing of a we” falls squarely within the aesthetics of politics and not within the politics of aesthetics. A “we” 
can only emerge, for Rancière, through “collectives of enunciations and demonstrations (manifestation),” not 
through art. (Rancière, Dissensus, 149.) This is where Laclau and Mouffe differ from Rancière. Laclau writes, “any 
popular identity needs to be condensed around some signifiers (words, images).” (Laclau, 96.) Falling in line with 
Antonio Gramsci, Mouffe similarly stresses “the importance of struggle in the field of culture.” She emphasizes her 
interest in “artistic and cultural practices,” which she regards as sites where “common sense is built” as well as 
“subvert[ed].” Because the people are a symbolic construction and politics is “a cultural battle,” Mouffe identifies 
“the need to crystallise politics into symbols, …into myth, popular expressions, songs, anniversaries, and literature.” 
“All that symbolic arsenal,” she adds, “takes us from opposition to construction of a new general interest” because 
“this cultural and symbolic arsenal…can act as the indispensable intellectual, moral, and affective glue of a new 
people.” Therefore, as much as the construction of a “we” is a political outcome, it is also a symbolic and discursive 
act that takes place, in part, within the cultural and artistic spheres. (Errejón and Mouffe, 108-109.)  
73 Rancière, Dissensus, 149. Minujín’s deliberately vague statements about liberation, creativity, and agency come to 
mind. Laclau stresses the importance of vague and imprecise rhetoric, that is, of floating signifiers, in populist 
discourse as a necessity for the construction of political meaning and a precondition for political action, given that 
the homogenization of heterogeneous groups with disparate demands as “the people” can only occur through an 
equivalential chain, whose universality is conveyed by means of empty signifiers. See Laclau, On Populist Reason, 
17-18, 96-98, 118.  




Works, such as Importación and, to a lesser degree, El Batacazo [The Long Shot] (1965) 
and La Menesunda [Mayhem] (1965), functioned as magnets for a variety of groups that, once 
there, could become aware of their shared condition as an alienated mass, largely excluded from 
the public sphere—a “marginal mass”75 sentient of its invisibility within a consensus constructed 
by a wide-range of colluding forces: the media, culture industry, art institution, socioeconomic 
elites, and, towards the end of the 60s, General Onganía’s authoritarian regime. 76 It is important 
to note, however, that Minujín’s art does not attract subaltern sectors alone. A work such as 
Importación, in fact, caused various social groups from both the bottom and top of the social 
ladder to come together, interact, and, at best, reconfigure their affective bonds through a shared 
experience that was not free of agonistic dynamics. Sensitive to how individualism and 
consumption were increasingly determining identity more than relations of production or class 
consciousness, Minujín’s art shed any Marxist economic determinism or class essentialism and 
refrained from seeking the mobilization of a proletariat alone.77 Rather, it amassed a motley 
public and presented it with the possibility (but not the certitude) of overcoming its inherent 
heterogeneity through consumption, play, and the democratic task of discursively constructing a 
																																																								
75 “Marginal mass” is a term coined by Argentine political philosopher José Nun to designate a surplus population, 
which no longer fulfills any function within a socioeconomic system and therefore remains outside of it, often in a 
dysfunctional relationship to it. Laclau relates this notion of marginal mass to Marx’s lumpenproletariat and 
describes a group’s exteriority to a political-economic system as “social heterogeneity.” Laclau, 140. 
76 Laclau specifies that any kind of underdog needs to have “something of the nature of the lumpemproletariat if it is 
going to be an antagonist subject” in a populist struggle. (Laclau, 152.) He also notes that some degree of crisis in 
the institutionalized regime is a precondition for populism. (Laclau, 177). Both of these criteria were met by 
Argentina. Throughout the 1960s, the government had exiled Perón and banned the Peronist party. Since a majority 
of the social body, including the working class, ascribed to Peronism or harbored Peronist sympathies, the 
government’s roundabout mass-disenfranchisement designated a large heterogeneous group as a social excess or 
radical outside to the country’s (bankrupt) political system. This group found itself outside of historicity along with 
the impoverished and chronically unemployed lumpenproletariat. The number of political pariahs only increased as 
a result of the dictatorship of General Onganía, who quickly estranged, antagonized, and/or barred from 
representation most social sectors (especially, Argentina’s youth) with the exception of the corporate oligarchy. The 
Argentine public was hence particularly receptive to the populist appeal of Minujín’s art, and it is unsurprising that 
the groups constituting Importation’s participants contributed to the toppling of the dictatorship months later.  
77 As already mentioned, Minujín’s environments were particularly attractive to unemployed subjects, such as 
students, teenagers, bohemians, etc. But these works were also frequented, even if ultimately decried, by the Di 
Tella’s customary public, a bourgeois and educated audience. None of these groups conformed to a Marxian 
definition of the proletariat, although some working-class people most likely visited Minujín’s works as well. 
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new transversal identity, i.e., a collective will, demos, or “us,” capable of waging a “war of 
positions,” to use Antonio Gramsci’s phrase, against the “them” of the establishment.78 	
Historically and in the media’s present-day use of the term, populism has been denigrated 
as antidemocratic, irrational, and excessive.79 Its current manifestations in Europe, the U.S., and 
Latin America have only exacerbated the perception of populism as a dangerous and divisive 
approach to politics. However, the logic of populism is far from being a destructive form of 
extreme negation. Although inherently antagonistic (and, at its best, agonistic), it does not 
necessarily result in a violent and destructive political clash or total rejection and abandonment 
of the current system.80 On the contrary, as argued by political theorists Yves Surel and Andreas 
Schedler, whom Laclau paraphrases, populist movements exist in an “ambiguous situation” or, 
more specifically, “on the margins of institutional regimes, oscillating between denouncing the 
systems as such, or just occupying the places of power”—a dynamic paralleling the counter-
hegemonic efforts Mouffe and Errejón describe.81 Nuancing Surel’s and Schedler’s ideas, Laclau 
																																																								
78 Rancière uses the Greek word demos interchangeably with “the people” to refer to those who do not have a stake 
or a say in the communal distribution of the sensible. The word is both “the name of a community and the title 
signifying the division of a community to a wrong.” Rancière. The Politics of Aesthetics, 87-88. As explained by 
Mouffe, “transversal” is a word commonly used in Spanish to describe “a democratic practice that looks for 
commonalities without asserting universalism: [and in which] notions of difference are seen as encompassing, not 
replacing, equality.” According to Cynthia Cockburn and Lynette Hunter, whom Mouffe cites, “Transversal politics 
is the practice of creatively crossing (and redrawing) the borders that mark significant politicized differences.” 
Errejón and Mouffe, 75. 
79 Errejón argues that the pejorative use of populism betrays an “aristocratic prejudice” against popular sovereignty 
and any movement challenging the established order. He cites Marco d’Eramo who also contends in “Populism and 
the New Oligarchy” in New Left Review that the negative use of the term populism correlates with the erosion of 
“the people” as a political force. Errejón and Mouffe, 95-96. 
80 According to Mouffe, the logic of populism is always, at its most profound, antagonistic, because it creates an 
us/them relationship. This negativity, to Mouffe, is constitutive and ineradicable in a healthy democracy and, more 
generally, in the political (Mouffe, like Rancière, adopts a dissociative approach that views the political as a space of 
power continuously defined and redefined by irresolvable conflicts over the notion of the common good). Ideally, 
institutional channels allow antagonism to be properly sublimated into an agonistic relation in which the 
impossibility of reaching a resolution between opposing factions does not throw into question the very legitimacy of 
adversaries or their right to fight for their cause. See Errejón and Mouffe, 19, 38, 58.  
81 Joseph Schumpteter is another political theorist emphasizing the ambiguity of populism. He characterizes populist 
mobilization as a force of “creative destruction.” Historian Kenneth Roberts similarly describes populism’s power to 
“break down, realign, and (potentially) rebuild.” For more on this, see Carlos de la Torre and Cynthia Arnson’s 
Latin American Populism in the Twenty-First Century (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 2013), 40. 
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insists on the “double face of populism” and maintains that populist resistance exists in a “fluid 
situation,” marked by subversive as well as reconstructive tendencies, which vary in degree, 
depending on the specificities of a given historical case.82  
Populism’s strategy of ambiguous and ambivalent subversion helps us understand the 
difference between Minujín and most of the Argentine vanguard. As the 1960s unfolded, 
Argentine artists, who were critical of their societal order but not politicized, were gradually 
radicalized by the country’s dictatorship and unstable economic order. In parallel to their 
Brazilian and Chilean peers in increasingly authoritarian circumstances, Argentine artists 
demanded that art take an active and explicit position in the political sphere. Art had to 
“integrat[e] forces capable of provoking revolution,” as Andrea Giunta concludes in her seminal 
book Avant-Garde, Internationalism, and Politics.83 In the process, works made under the aegis 
of art institutions were deemed politically problematic if not reactionary. A rupture subsequently 
formed between artists functioning independently and those forming an institutionalized or 
“false” avant-garde.84 Longoni and Mestman, for instance, insist on just three possible outcomes 
for Argentine artists at the close of the sixties: self-exile, passive complicity, or outspoken 
rejection of the art institution (and, concomitantly, all established forms of power).85 Recalling 
																																																								
82 Laclau, 177. Laclau disagrees with Surel and Schedler’s belief that populism is always limited to having “one foot 
inside and one foot outside the institutional system.” To Laclau, populism does not necessarily have to exist in this 
ambiguous state. It can eventually challenge and fully reconstruct society. But as Laclau acknowledges, the 
difference between what he and Schedler/Surel describe is “a matter of degree, of various historical alternatives 
emerging within a theoretical continuum.” Laclau, 177. 
83 Giunta, 257. Longoni and Mestman also describe how towards 1968 art had to be “objectively revolutionary” and 
have a clear political “efficacy” by bringing about concrete change in the status quo. Longoni and Mestman, Del Di 
Tella a Tucumán Arde, 254.   
84 Giunta explains that legitimizing institutions were increasingly seen as right leaning and bourgeois. The Di Tella 
Institute, in particular, was charged with importing hollow fads from foreign centers of power, abetting 
neocolonialism, and accepting financial support from American corporations and foundations, such as the 
Rockefeller and Ford Foundations, which had ulterior political and economic motives. Giunta, 244. Eduardo 
Ruano’s actions at the Ver y Estimar prize in April of 1968; the statements of artists Pablo Suarez, Jacoby, and 
Ruano at the Experiencias ’68; and the Rosario Anti-Biennale best represent artists’ general disenchantment with 
official, modernizing, and internationally-oriented art institutions in Buenos Aires.  
85 Longoni and Mestman, Del Di Tella a Tucumán Arde, 19.  
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the “schisms of the 1960s,” García Canclini discusses happenings as apolitical and elitist affairs 
incompatible with activism and hence practiced in the protective darkness of the evening. “At 
night,” he recalls, “artists would go . . . to the happenings of the Instituto Di Tella in Buenos 
Aires; the next morning they would take part in the . . . ‘consciousness-raising’ actions of the 
Popular Centers of Culture or of militant unions.”86 Given this perceived contradiction, 
happenings were soon totally abandoned in favor of an art that demonstrated “a conscious 
incorporation of political action into artistic practice,” to quote Juan Pablo Renzi, a theorizer of 
the Rosario avant-garde.87 The same call to political action simultaneously reshaped the role of 
Argentine intellectuals, who hoped “to become functional.” 88 Their writings, Beatriz Sarlo 
argues, were quickly “cannibalized by political discourse.”89  
As defended by Giunta as well as Longoni and Mestman, these activist trends in the arts 
culminated in 1968 with the realization of the counter-propaganda exhibition Tucumán arde 
[Tucumán Burns] in the city of Rosario. In the immediate aftermath of the government-mandated 
shutdown of Tucumán arde, the abandonment of art in favor of direct political action in the 
streets was, to many Argentine artists, the only option left.90 Concluding her discussion of 
Argentine art with the notion of “Art as a Terrorist Act,” Bishop delineates a similar course. She 
explains how the coercive participation of Argentine art eventually resulted in a move out of the 
																																																								
86 Canclini, Hybrid Cultures: Strategies for Entering and Leaving Modernity ,57.  
87 Juan Pablo Renzi, La obra de arte como producto de la relación conciencia ética-conciencia estética, cited in 
Ana Longoni, “Tucumán Arde: Encuentros y desencuentros entre vanguardia artistica y politica” in Cultura y 
política en los años 60, ed. Enrique Oteiza (Buenos Aires : Instituto de Investigaciones "Gino Germani," Facultad de 
Ciencias Sociales, Oficina de Publicaciones del CBC, Universidad de Buenos Aires, 1997), 318. 
88 Beatriz Sarlo, “Intellectuals: Scission or Mimesis?” in The Latin American Cultural Studies Reader, ed. Ana del 
Sarto, Alicia Ríos, and Abril Trigo (Durham, N.C.: Duke University Press, 2004), 252.  
89 Ibid. 
90 Longoni and Mestman suggest that right before this definitive break with the art institution, violent political 
action, which put the artist’s body at risk, had become a type of “aesthetic material.”  Longoni and Mestman, Del Di 
Tella a “Tucumán Arde,” 255-56. 
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realm of art and into public space, where the insurrectionary strategies of Augusto Boal’s 
Invisible Theater, as well as overt political protest and guerilla tactics, were implemented.91  
Minujín’s case offers an alternative to these “somewhat apocalyptic” teleologies, as 
wryly characterized by Karen Benezra.92 Because of its populist dimension and its counter-
hegemonic stance, Minujín’s art was caught in between positions of rebellion and integration and 
ran counter to these trends of outright negation, overt political commitment, and eventual 
defection. As a result of its refusal to subordinate itself openly and totally to political 
radicalization and to what Rancière calls a “critical dispositif,” Minujín’s art simply finds no 
place in leading narratives, such as Longoni and Mestman’s Del Di Tella a “Tucumán Arde.”93 
The popularity of art historical approaches distinguishing and valorizing Latin American art for 
its undiluted politics and emancipatory intent further guarantees that her art does not appear in 
scholarship with a broader, regional focus, including, for instance, Mari Carmen Ramírez’s 
seminal essay, “Blue Print Circuits: Conceptual Art and Politics in Latin America.”94  
Conveying a different perspective, works, such as Simultaneidad en simultaneidad 
[Simultaneity in Simultaneity] (1966) and Importación, intuited and articulated that there simply 
was no ground left untainted by power. Artists could abandon the art institution and other sites of 
hegemonic influence, but the institutional, as Foucauldian notions of power elucidate, had no 
“outside” and continued to shape a multiplicity of social relations far beyond power’s clearest 
																																																								
91 “Art as Terrorist Act” is not an exaggeration on Bishop’s part. The notion echoes the statements of key avant-
garde artists such as Leon Ferrari, who called for an art that “has the same impact as a terrorist attack in a country in 
the process of liberation.” Longoni and Mestman, Del Di Tella a “Tucumán Arde,” 162. Similarly, Luis Camnitzer 
compared the strategies of conceptualist artistic practices in the region to urban guerilla tactics. Camnitzer, 
Conceptualism in Latin America: Didactics of Liberation (Austin: University of Texas Press, 2007). 
92 Karen Benezra, “Media Art in Argentina: Ideology and Critique ‘Después del Pop,’” ARTMargins 1.2-3 (2012): 
152-175, 155, fn 12. 
93 Rancière, Dissensus, 153. 
94 Even though Minujín’s art develops a conceptual tenor as the sixties progress, Ramírez’s essay centers on artists, 
who share “the belief that every aesthetic act or choice is a moral one.” Their projects represent “an updated form of 
political and activist art…disengage[ed]…from the legacy of the Mexican Mural Movement” that is unlike 
Minujín’s art. Ramírez, “Blue Print Circuits: Conceptual Art and Politics in Latin America” in Waldo Rasmussen, 
Latin American Art of the Twentieth Century, exh. cat. (New York: Museum of Modern Art, 1993), 158, 159. 
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hierarchic expressions and brick and mortar abodes.95 Rancière clarifies and insists, “There is no 
‘real world’ that functions as the outside of art. . . . Instead, there are definite configurations of 
what is given as our real, as the object of our perceptions and the field of our interventions.”96 In 
contrast to many of her peers, Minujín continued to create art that, in virus-like fashion, 
penetrated and combined with the institutional infrastructure in order to, first, reveal the 
configurations of a consensus and, second, create a dissensus, capable of turning the institution 
into a battleground. This view of the institutional or any power structure as “a site of 
contestation,” which can be engaged and put “at the service of the people,” is typical of populist 
politics, as Mouffe notes.97  
 But it is also characteristic of a more ancient popular tradition and form of spectacle 
persisting in Latin America: carnival. Minujín’s latent populist logic and embrace of vernacular 
forms cannot fully account for the irreverence, grotesquery, ephemerality, spectacularity, 
irrationality, bodily emphasis, and unmitigated jocundity characteristic of the artist’s most iconic 
works. 98 Carnival does, however. Momentarily suspending the decorum and rules of its host 
institutions and sociopolitical order, Minujín’s art revived and reinvented the Middle Ages’ 
carnivalesque mode of “positive negation”—a term that I borrow from Mikhail Bakhtin’s 
analysis of medieval folk humor and carnival culture, as treated in François Rabelais’s 
writings.99 From the outset, Bakhtin distinguishes the positive negation typical of medieval 
																																																								
95 Mouffe is adamant on this point, “there is no such thing as the ‘outside’ of the institutional.” Errejón and Mouffe, 
50 
96 Rancière, Dissensus, 156 
97 Errejón and Mouffe, 79. 
98 Similarly to Minujín’s art, carnival is spectacular in nature. Bakhtin remarks, “Carnival images closely resemble 
certain artistic forms, namely the spectacle.” See Mikhail Bakhtin, Rabelais and His World, trans. Hélène Iswolsky 
(Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1985), 7. Minujín also defines her pop art as “popular art” or “art that 
everyone can understand, happy art, fun art, comical art.” King, El Di Tella y el desarrollo cultural, 104.  
99 I am not the first to identify the carnivalesque character of Minujín’s art. Catherine Spencer describes Minujín’s 
art as constituting a “carnivalesque zone” and links it to the notion of “self-sabotage.” For more see, “Entrap, 
Engulf, Overwhelm: From Existentialism to Counterculture in the Work of Marta Minujín” in Sabotage Art: Politics 
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carnival culture from the “dogmatic,” “cold,” and “bare negation” of humorous forms of critique 
(e.g., satire and sarcasm) in modern times.100 Cerebral, caustic, and unequivocal, these purely 
negative uses of humor elicit only a weak response, “a laughter that does not laugh,” Bakhtin 
riddles.101 Their practitioners place themselves above and in clear opposition to the objects of 
their mockery; laughter thus becomes a “private reaction,” based in rationalism, distance, 
knowledge, individualism, and hierarchy.102  
Per contra, the positive negation structuring carnival humor is public, inclusive, and 
egalitarian, since carnival’s indiscriminate laughter targets everyone, including those doing the 
laughing and mocking.103 In this respect, carnival laughter is inherently populist, for it allows the 
people to come into being. “It is the social consciousness of all the people,” Bakhtin writes.104 
Moreover, as suggested by its oxymoronic terminology, positive negation is the people’s 
profoundly ambivalent response to the official order. It is not a mode of critique, based in logical 
argumentation and indisputable contestation, as much as a jocular “mode of contrast,” which 
produces a laughter open to “a multiplicity of meaning.”105 This laughter is “gay, triumphant, 
and at the same time mocking, deriding. It asserts and denies, it buries and revives.”106 Positive 
negation is therefore based not in explicit opposition or outright insurrection but in subversion 
and inversion, carnival’s “peculiar logic of the ‘inside out.’”107 Bahktin explains the nuances of 
positive negation in full:  
																																																																																																																																																																																		
and Iconoclasm in Contemporary Latin America, ed. Sophie Halart and Mara Polgovsky Ezcurra (New York: I.B. 
Tauris, 2016), 25. 
100 Bakhtin, 11.  
101 Ibid., 45. 
102 Ibid., 12.  
103 Ibid., 11-12. “The people’s ambivalent laughter…expresses the point of view of the whole world; he who is 
laughing also belongs to it,” Bakhtin insists.  
104 Ibid., 92. 
105 Ibid.,, 403, 142 
106 Ibid., 11-12 
107 Ibid., 11.  
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Negation in popular-festive imagery has never an abstract logical character. . . . That 
which stands behind negation is by no means nothingness but the “other side” of that 
which is denied, the carnivalesque upside down. . . . This is not an abstract, absolute 
negation that clearly cuts off the object [of its critique] from the rest of the world. . . . it 
considers the phenomenon in its becoming, in its movement from the negative to the 
positive pole. It does not deal with an abstract concept (for this is no logical negation), it 
actually offers a description of the world’s metamorphoses, its remodeling, its transfer 
from the old to the new, from the past to the future. . . . we see a related form 
constructing the positive image by means of the negation of certain manifestations. . . . In 
this play with negation, the opposition to the official world and all its prohibitions and 
limitations is obviously revealed. It also expresses the recreative, festive suspension of 
these restrictions. It is a carnival game of negation, and this game may also serve utopian 
tendencies.108   
 
Here, Bahktin repeatedly emphasizes the sense of flux and becoming epitomized by the reversals 
and exaggerations of carnival’s positive negation. Through its destabilizations, positive negation 
reveals the “gay relativity of prevailing truths and authorities,” as well as the contradictory 
nature of the status quo.109 In this manner, the positive negations of carnival’s grotesqueries 
serve “utopian tendencies”: they demonstrate the possibility of change and “disclose the 
potentiality of an entirely different world, of another order, of another way of life [which]…leads 
men out of the confines of the apparent (false) unity, of the indisputable and stable.”110 Stated 
otherwise, positive negation’s chief outcome is a redistribution of the sensible.   
Ludic and flippant, Minujín’s works, such as Importación and Los eróticos en technicolor 
(1963-64) sculptures, embraced this carnivalesque “mode of contrast” and temporarily played 
with (rather than rationally and intelligibly opposed) the restrictions defining their context. 
																																																								
108 Ibid., 410-412.  
109 Ibid., 11. Bakhtin concedes that medieval carnival’s production of a “new outlook on life” and “consciousness” 
was transient. However, over time, the brief experiences of carnival accrued and “another unofficial truth emerged, 
truth about the world and man which prepared the new Renaissance consciousness.” (Bakhtin, 91.) Carnival did not 
operate as an outlet or “safety valve” for the passions of common people, who might otherwise revolt. Rather than 
forestalling revolutionary change, carnival staged it over time by allowing the people to gradually question the status 
quo and envision another way of life. In fact, since the Church could not eradicate carnival without risking 
revolution, carnival forced the official medieval order to tolerate its pagan antithesis, plunging society into a state of 
contradiction, which eroded the medieval mindset.   
110 Ibid., 48.  
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Through their disruption of the consensual status quo’s immutability and univocality, Minujín’s 
pieces enabled different subject positions to emerge and potentially provoked demands outlasting 
her art’s transitory existence. It is through this oblique, dissensual efficacy that Minujín’s art 
rejoined the political: as Rancière affirms, “if there exists a connection between art and politics, 
it should be cast in terms of dissensus, the very kernel of the aesthetic regime: artworks can 
produce effects of dissensus precisely because they neither give lessons nor have any 
destination.”111 Indeed, unlike so much engagé art in Argentina, Minujín’s works avoided the 
pedagogical paradigms of “representational mediation,” “ethical immediacy,” and “critical art,” 
which aim to have a direct impact on the sociopolitical.112 There is simply no causal relationship, 
Rancière assures us, linking the intentions and messages of art to actual effects in the political 
sphere.113 The Argentine vanguard’s frustrations and eventual abandonment of art speak to the 
paradoxical and ineffectual relationship between art and politics described by Rancière. Since 
critical art is “buoyed by the self-evidence of a dissensual world,” the philosopher explains, it 
cannot withstand the pressures of a society based in consensus—Argentina’s dictatorship being a 
prime example of such a state.114 Through its dissensual positive negations, however, Minujín’s 
																																																								
111 Rancière, Dissensus, 148. 
112 Rancière’s terminology requires explanation. In the pedagogical paradigm of representational mediation, art 
presumes to be politically effective through its representations of good and bad behavior, which serve as models and 
moral lessons for viewers. Viewers then feel compelled to modify their behavior. Ethical immediacy, on the other 
hand, abandons representation and the realm of art to operate directly in reality and frame the community as a work 
of art. It thus seeks “to have all bodies directly embody the sense of the common.” Critical art fuses these two 
models, along with the notion of aesthetic distance, to awaken the public to the “real” state of the world (to which 
the artist is purportedly privy) and ultimately mobilizes individuals to transform the state of things. Dissensus, 143-
145, 150. 
113 Rancière, Dissensus, 148-149. Rancière’s defense of the unbridgeable parallelism between politics and 
aesthetic—a parallel that precludes the political efficacy of art and narrows (but never collapses) as a result of 
aesthetics’ and politics’ shared ability to produce a dissensus—is based on a conception of art, stretching back to the 
Enlightenment (specifically, to German art historian Johan Joachim Winckelmann’s description of the Torso of the 
Belvedere and Friederich Schiller’s view of the Juno Ludovisi). Rancière names this paradigm “the aesthetic regime 
of art.” (Rancière, Dissensus, 148) One could take issue with the normativity of Rancière’s claims, which based as it 
is in a European tradition, might not apply to Latin American art.  
114 Ibid., 151. 
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art circumvented the logic of political efficacy that pushed much of Argentina’s vanguard into an 




Whether because of her youth, gender, or nationality, Minujín has frequently been 
described as an artist, who was heavily influenced by her male contemporaries to the point of 
creating imitative works. It is therefore necessary to draw distinctions between Minujín and her 
closest peers from the outset. Significantly, Minujín’s mode of positive negation greatly differs 
from the French happenings that she witnessed in 1963 by associating with Jean-Jacques Lebel. 
Many of Lebel’s happenings possessed a mocking, satirical quality—consider, for instance, 120 
minutes dédiées au divin Marquis [120 Minutes Dedicated to the Divine Marquis], which spoofed 
“La Marseillaise” and parodied history through caricatural masks of political figures. His works 
approached the modern negation that Bakhtin decries as the antithesis of carnival’s ambivalent 
operations.115 To Bishop, Lebel’s happenings were based in “the negation of negation,” a 
concept she explains through Günter Berghaus’s words:  
Life as experienced in a [European] Happening was. . . a confrontation with our alienated 
existence in late-capitalist society, a discourse on the conflict between our real self and its 
alienated state. Through the performance the audience was encouraged to experience the 
authenticity of their existence in opposition to ‘life unlived.’ . . . Alienating through 
artistic means an alienating existence (reality) approximates the Hegelian triad of 
negation of negation.116 
 
																																																								
115 Lebel’s 1962 happening Pour conjurer l’esprit de catastrophe was also highly satirical. Its performers travestied 
politics and recent history by, for example, wearing masks of de Gaulle or impersonating the robotic demeanor of 
Nazis.  
116 Bishop, 95. 
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Indeed, Lebel’s works harnessed the intensity of unmediated and transgressive psychosexual 
experiences to produce a collective défoulement. This cathartic experience of communal 
existence contrasted with the reified everyday, awakening participants to their heretofore 
undetected condition of alienation. In the process of unleashing inhibited drives and impulses, all 
structuring distinctions (subject/object, active/passive, conscious/unconscious, etc.) were 
dissolved in a state of total unification. This, however, was the opposite effect of Minujín’s 
happenings, which dichotomized the social; questioned the liberating potential of immediacy; 
and lacked an explicit sexual dimension.117 Above all, Minujín refrained from erecting a clear-
cut opposition between “authentic experience” and an alienated everyday, preferring instead to 
conflate the two and reveal the contradictions of this condition, which her carnivalesque 
reversals and annulments amplified and transformed.  
The Medios Group is also frequently compared to Minujín. As with Minujín’s mass-
oriented projects, their works, such as Happening para un jabalí muerto and El mensaje 
fantasma [The Ghost Message] (1966), infiltrated mass communication channels and reached a 
notable segment of information consumers. Pointing to the democratic distribution of their art, 
which they contrasted to the exclusivity of happenings, the Medios artists often touted the 
political potential of their artistic efforts. Jacoby, for instance, makes the following prediction, 
“the old conflict between art and politics (‘Art should reflect reality’; ‘all art is political’; ‘none 
is’; etc.), which people have tried to transcend by introducing a political content into art, will be 
																																																								
117 Only the sculptures of Los eróticos series and the environment Importation encouraged erotic abandon. 
Compared to Lebel’s exhibition of naked bodies performing taboo acts or lewd sexual gestures, these environments 
and sculptures addressed the erotic only obliquely. Rather than putting sex or bodies on display, they created an 
eroticized mood, an atmosphere suggestive of erotic activity.      
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settled by the artistic use of a medium as political as mass communication.”118 Along the same 
lines, Masotta dreams of the revolutionary potential of media art:  
Works of the mass communications media are susceptible—because of their very concept 
and structure—to receiving political content; I mean from the left, truly convulsive, 
capable really of merging a “revolutionary praxis” with and “aesthetic praxis” through 
their own concept and structure. . . . They will not be objects for the archives of the 
bourgeois but subjects for a post revolutionary consciousness.119 
 
Perceiving the media as inherently political, the Medios group adopted a conceptual approach 
that was less interested in delving into the specifics of its immediate sociopolitical context (as 
Tucumán arde later does) than in proffering a more general critique of ideology. Echoing 
Ramírez’s point that “ideology itself became the fundamental ‘material identity’ for the 
Conceptual proposition” in Latin America, Benezra explains that the Medios group “tried to 
analyze what it might mean for avant-garde art to take ideology as its own medium, to work on 
ideology as art’s own physical matter or support, and to transform art through ideology’s 
material instances, in this case television and popular print media.”120  
Because of this concern, the few works of art created by the short-lived Medios group 
centered on the media as both an artistic medium and expression of ideology. Influenced by 
semiotics, structuralism, and McLuhan’s well-known insights (e.g., “the medium is the 
message”), some of their key works, most notably El anti-happening or El mensaje fantasma, 
were blatantly autotelic investigations of the media as a reality-shaping medium.121 The key 
Medios texts, written by Jacoby and Masotta, confirm the group’s almost modernist fixation on 
the medium’s essence. In the group’s 1966 manifesto, “A Media Art,” Costa, Escari, and Jacoby 
																																																								
118 Roberto Jacoby, “Against the Happening” in Listen, Here, Now!, 231. 
119 Oscar Masotta, Conciencia y estructura (Buenos Aires: Corregidor, 1990), 14-15.  
120 Ramírez, “Tactics for Thriving on Adversity,” 427. Benezra, 159. Simón Marchán Fiz also proposes “ideological 
conceptualism” as a specifically Latin American phenomenon in Del arte objetual al arte de concepto, 1960-1974 
(Madrid: Akal, 2012), 269-71. 
121 McLuhan’s phrase was actually the sole footnote in the group’s manifesto, “A Media Art.” 
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clarify, “Unlike Pop Art, we aim to make works of art utilizing the qualities fundamental to this 
[mass media] medium.”122 “In this way,” the manifesto concludes, “the possibility of a new 
genre is open: the art of the media where ‘what is said’ is not fundamentally important but 
instead thematizes the media as media.”123 In “Against the Happening,” another foundational text 
for the Medios group, Jacoby stresses the primacy of such medium-related questions: 
There are attempts at innovation in the fine arts by changing ‘contents’ and ‘formats,’ 
when the problem really is: one medium or another. The concept of medium includes the 
categories of content and form, but for that very reason the discussion must be lifted out 
of this last level and be elevated to media as such.124  
 
As a result of this rather esoteric conceptual focus on medium specificity and ideology critique, 
the art of the Medios group—despite the indubitable political stakes of its dematerializations—
addressed the sociopolitical issues of its day only circuitously. And, although thought-provoking 
to a coterie of artists, the Medios’s projects were quite abstruse to the general public, its 
supposed target. Moreover, while works, such as El mensaje fantasma and El anti-happening, 
reached a massive number of people, their conventional treatment of this public did little to 
change its status as an atomized audience passively absorbing information. 
These facts perhaps informed Jacoby’s concern when he lamented the Medios group’s 
general sluggishness to “make politics with the existence of the communications media in 
mind.”125 He muses, “Why did media art remain encapsulated . . . in a kind of limbo? . . . People 
didn’t make politics with the existence of the communications media in mind. . . . they did not 
																																																								
122 Jacoby, et al. “A Media Art,” Conceptual Art: A critical anthology, ed. Alexander Alberro and Blake Stimson, 
(Cambridge, Mass.: MIT Press, 1999), 2. 
123 Ibid., 3. 
124 Jacoby, “Against the Happening,” Listen, Here, Now!, 230. 
125 Longoni and Mestman, “After Pop We Dematerialize: Oscar Masotta, Happenings, and Media Art at the 
Beginnings of Conceptualism,” Listen, Here Now!, 168. 
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realize to what extent the mass media can generate events, determine people’s behavior, and 
shape reality.”126 Getting to the root of Jacoby’s trepidation, Canclini later writes:  
But there is room for doubt over the efficacy of the demystification [of El anti-
happening]: by denouncing, on one hand, the power of the media to fictionalize reality . . 
. don’t they [Escari, Jacoby, and Costa] grant authority to the media? Don’t they foment 
solidarity in between the media and receivers, as if both were innocent victims of an 
occasional trick by artists?127  
 
As suggested by Canclini, the Medios group’s critique was not particularly legible, 
disenchanting, or mobilizing to its intended mass public. It even seemed to have the opposite 
effect of buttressing the ideological effects of the media. To Longoni and Mestman, it was only 
after the group’s dissolution that the “utopian-political dimension of media art” was fully 
realized by “achiev[ing] continuity through Tucumán arde,” a multimedia installation notable for 
its Marxist didacticism and a traditional conception of spectatorship.128 In contradistinction, 
Minujín’s 1968 multimedia environment Importación eschewed a programmatic approach, 
preferring to instead give participants free rein in an open-ended space, whose focus on revelry 
and consumption, rather than political reeducation, nurtured affective bonds and disseminated 
universalizing signifiers capable of acting as the links of a radical chain of equivalence for the 






127 Néstor Gracía Canclini, La producción simbólica: teoría y método en sociología del arte (Mexico, D.F.: Siglo 
XXI editors, 1979), 123. 
128 Longoni and Mestman, “After Pop We Dematerialize: Oscar Masotta, Happenings, and Media Art at the 
Beginnings of Conceptualism,” Listen, Here, Now!, 169.  
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Dynamic and transient art forms, such as happenings and environments, present a 
notorious challenge to art historians, who, unable to have a first-hand experience of these types 
of works, must meticulously reconstruct their material features and sequence of actions. As 
remarked by Robert Haywood, happenings and environments ultimately become “an art of the 
archive.”129 When writing about such works, one risks foregoing visual analysis for a more 
literary exercise based in the dissection and interpretation of manifestos, correspondence, 
published lectures, and other texts penned by artists and critics. This is certainly a trend in 
accounts of the postwar Argentine vanguard, since the increasingly conceptual and immaterial 
nature of much Argentine art in the sixties, especially media art, predisposes it to such methods. 
Throughout this dissertation, I use a wide range of sources: photographs, film footage, 
recreations, the artist’s preparatory notes and sketches, exhibition pamphlets and posters, 
reviews, published interviews of the artist, and my own conversations with Minujín. These have 
allowed me to recover and scrutinize lost or unexamined aspects of Minujín’s happenings and 
environments—their material specificity, iconography, overarching structure, and allusions to 
other works of art. I have also paid particular attention to the exhibition and reception of these 
artworks by considering their audiences and subject-effects but also by demonstrating their links 
to important cultural, political, and technological changes in their immediate context. To 
counterbalance the empirical approach of my study, I frame my analysis of Minujín’s art through 
the theories of both Latin American and European thinkers. These ideas often permeated 
Minujín’s context of production or were encountered and referenced by the artist herself. In other 
instances, the concepts and arguments I cite do not have a direct link to Minujín’s milieu or 
																																																								
129 Robert Haywood, Allan Kaprow and Claes Oldenburg: Art, Happenings, and Cultural Politics (New Haven: 
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historical moment but are nevertheless pertinent and incisive theoretical tools through which to 
extract meaning.  
One final methodological note: Minujín is an exceptionally prolific, energetic, and 
peripatetic artist, whose productivity has not been diminished by relocations or the passage of 
time. Consequently, her oeuvre encompasses a vast number of artworks created in several 
countries. Minujín would therefore seem to be an ideal candidate for a comparative, cross-
cultural study conducive to an international, rather than regionalist, art history. Even so, this 
dissertation centers overwhelmingly on the happenings and environments that Minujín created in 
the Southern Cone for a few reasons. First, although comparative studies transcending 
geographical and disciplinary boundaries offer many hermeneutic opportunities, I have 
prioritized Minujín’s artistic experiments in the Rio de la Plata region in order to avoid losing 
sight of what Lebel rightfully underscores in his treatise on happenings as each happening’s 
unique “network of signification, linked to a precise psychological and social context.”130 
Furthermore, as counterintuitive as it might seem, there is much to gain from understanding 
works of art specific to Argentina, if only because the phenomena transforming this country 
throughout the sixties paralleled (or were the same as) those changing the rest of the world. The 
recent global revival of populist appeals in politics suggests that Minujín’s Argentine art, shaped 
as it was by a populist logic, is relevant beyond Buenos Aires even today.  
Second, with the exception of La destrucción, to which this dissertation devotes an entire 
chapter, Minujín did not realize any happenings outside of Latin America during the 1960s. In 
addition, of the pieces that Minujín created while abroad, many were transplants or derivatives of 
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her most radical Argentine works.131 (Relatedly, much of her art after the early 1970s lost its 
radicalism by recycling the forms and gestures of her earlier works ad nauseam.) Once recreated 
in the US or Europe, works such as El Batacazo lost their legibility and critical potency, proving 
Lebel’s words on the contextual specificity of happenings (and, more generally, all art) to be 
true. The erosion of Minujín’s relocated art is best illustrated by the 2017 recreation of the 
artist’s 1983 El partenón de libros [The Parthenon of Books] (fig. 1- 3). While many, including 
Benjamin Buchloh, recognize that this monumental work once crystallized “an experience of 
public redemption and recollection,” its latest reiteration at Documenta 14 was, to cite Buchloh, 
seemingly “gratuitous,” “spectacular,” and divorced from its German site and new temporal 
standpoint in the contemporary.132 The original work’s denunciatory powers could not be 
revived. Instead, the rebuilt El partenón de libros offered a mere “compensatory myth of 
criticality,” as dispraised by Buchloh, who unwittingly (but rightfully) echoed many of Minujín’s 
past detractors. The shortcomings of recreations and re-articulations similar to the El partenón de 
libros have done much to perpetuate Minujín’s once unjust but increasingly warranted standing 
as a bête noire. In brief, this dissertation’s regional emphasis and temporal restrictions are a 
consequence of the unparalleled daring and innovation of Minujín’s porteño works in the sixties.  
Finally, happenings and environments were an international phenomenon unfolding in 
various locales, including France, Germany, Holland, Japan, Sweden, the United States, Chile, 
etc. Because of this, Minujín’s Argentine happenings and environments always possessed a 
latent transnational dimension that became explicit in certain works, such as Importación or A 
Three Country Happening (1966). To comprehend Argentina’s contributions to the development 
																																																								
131 The most innovative works that Minujín created abroad—Minucode and Minuphone, for instance—have already 
been significantly analyzed by other art historians, most notably Alex Alberro, and do not need to be revisited by 
this dissertation.    
132 Benjamin Buchloh, “Rock Paper Scissors” Artforum 56.1 (September 2017): 279-291, 288.  
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and corpus of happenings and environments, I had to consider other avant-garde milieus as well 
as the cross-pollinations between these and Latin America. In sum, by focusing on Minujín’s 
Argentine works, I am simultaneously advancing an art historical narrative with a complex 
international scope. Global and national frameworks are not as mutually exclusive as the 




Argentine Informalismo is widely viewed as a jejune fad with no enduring impact on the 
avant-gardism of the 1960s. In Chapter One, titled “Informalist Beginnings,” I go against such 
blanket interpretations by tracking the development of Minujín’s informalist paintings into 
assemblage sculptures and ultimately performance art. The first part of this chapter argues that 
Minujín’s early informalist works from 1960 to 1962 presented an apophatic critique of 
Informalismo’s affirmative stance towards the dual phenomenon of national rebirth and 
historical amnesia defining post-Peronist Argentina. In the second part, I demonstrate that 
Argentine performance art did not evolve out of a Kaprowian environmental reading of painting, 
as was the case in the U.S. Instead, Minujín moved from informalist sculpture into performance 
in response to film—a medium her art mimicked yet repressed. Her aim was to amplify the 
affective impact of her politicized informalist sculptures through a supplementary performance, 
which magnified the immediacy of film (sans film) with the aim to shock viewers. From this 
moment on, Minujín’s art remained caught in a dialectical relationship with spectacle culture.  
My second chapter, “Eros and Thanatos in Paris,” argues that La destrucción [The 
Destruction], Minujín’s first happening in 1963, rejected key aspects of the performative 
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practices developed by the French neo-avant-garde. La destrucción responded to Nouveau 
Réalisme’s “action-performances”—specifically, Niki de Saint Phalle’s Tirs—in order to expose 
the group’s neo-avant-garde cooptation of the Duchampian readymade, instrumentalization of 
artistic authorship, and spectacular commodification of art. Using Brecthian strategies of 
coupure, quotation, and distanciation, La destrucción also opposed the allegedly liberating 
ritualism, immediacy, and Artaudian qualities of Kaprow’s and Lebel’s happenings through its 
recasting of the creative act as a routine and reified gesture. La destrucción was therefore a 
visual manifesto, signaling that Minujín’s ensuing happenings would further question the 
emancipatory immediacy central to Kaprow’s and Lebel’s art.  
This chapter also discusses Los eróticos en technicolor, a series of sculptures Minujín 
began in Paris while planning La destrucción. Responding to the shortcomings of the 
spectacularly erotic transgressions of Lebel’s happenings, these works cultivated a grotesque 
realism that enacted a process of degradation, one yielding a libidinal, immediate, and 
emancipatory collective experience dramatically distinct from the one proposed by Lebel. Using 
Laclau’s linking of populism’s hegemonic logic to Jacques Lacan’s theory of the objet petit a, I 
argue that the penetrable, free-standing sculptures of this series, La Chambre d’amour [The Love 
Room] and Revuélquese y viva! [Roll Around and Live!], operated as the partial objects of an 
unrealizable social utopia. In other words, these works evinced an incipient populist logic and 
cultivated affective attachments vital to populist dynamics.  
As a whole, this chapter demonstrates that Minujín responded to the neo-avant-garde 
practices she encountered in Paris in two distinct ways. The first approach, as seen with La 
destrucción [The Destruction], produced a cognitive estrangement at odds with the emancipatory 
immediacy typical of most happenings. But La destrucción also embraced and exaggerated the 
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spectacularity of French artistic practices. Minujín’s later happenings (Suceso plástico, 
Cabalgata [Cavalcade], Simultaneidad en simultaneidad) and environments (La Menesunda and 
El Batacazo) continued this hyperbolic rendition of spectacle, creating a tension between their 
jovial abandon and the unsettling alienation they produced. The second approach, emblematized 
by Los eróticos en technicolor, was more utopian as it held on to art’s potential to stage directly 
lived, affective encounters with the capacity to shift the landscape of the sayable, doable, and 
thinkable. The psychedelic, euphoric, and eroticized collective experience of Los eróticos en 
technicolor would reemerge in Minujín’s most ambitious environment, Importación, which I 
discuss in my final chapter.  
The third chapter “Early Happenings: Into the Mass Media” centers on two happenings, 
Cabalgata and Suceso plástico, and one performance, Leyendo las noticias en el Río de la Plata 
[Reading the News in the Rio de la Plata] (1965), that Minujín realized in quick succession from 
1964 to 1965 while in Argentina and Uruguay. Rather than seeking the confluence of art and life 
that typified many happenings, these works underscored the ineluctable mediation produced by 
the simulacral conditions of contemporary society—conditions, which sapped the revolutionary 
potential of any blurring between art and life. By mobilizing channels of mass communication 
and appropriating the symbolic products of the culture industry (specifically, those of 
mainstream films), Minujín’s first happenings and performances anticipated the media’s 
recuperation of action-based art forms as spectacular entertainment, preemptively entering the 
logic of the object of their critique in order to expose spectacle culture’s overdetermination of 
meaning and conditioning of experience.  
Chapter Four, “Heterotopic Environments,” examines the environments La Menesunda 
and El Batacazo of 1965, which share much with Minujín’s early happenings. Both works 
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collapsed the traditional opposition between passivity-contemplation/activity-participation, while 
undermining the rationality and coherence of the subject through their coercive mode of 
participation, shocking effects, and emphasis on surveillance. The sensorial overload and 
mnemonic afterlife of these works muddled reality and fiction. This outcome was compounded 
by another transgression: El Batacazo and La Menesunda’s fusion of art’s rarefied domain with 
the city’s commercial and popular quarters. As Foucaultian “heterotopias of illusion,” the two 
environments collapsed incompatible sites (the streets with the institutions of high art; private 
and public space; Buenos Aires’ modern architecture with its impoverished neighborhoods) to 
counter the spectacular modernization of Buenos Aires—a hegemonic project stewarded by 
multinational corporations and Argentine elites. These environments’ deterritorialization of art’s 
institutional spaces performed a populist function by underscoring the dichotomization of both 
Argentina’s populace and public spaces along socioeconomic lines.  
Chapter Five, “A Transnational Happening: Out of the Mass Media,” centers on 
Simultaneidad en simultaneidad, Minujín’s contribution to A Three Country Happening, a 
project involving the collaboration of Allan Kaprow and Wolf Vostell via satellite technology. 
Created in 1966, the year that a military coup established the dictatorship of General Onganía, 
Simultaneidad en simultaneidad is the least ambivalent and carnivalesque work in Minujín’s 
oeuvre of the sixties. Although widely interpreted as a straightforward illustration of McLuhan’s 
most popularized insights, Simultaneidad en simultaneidad emphasized the ideological and 
interpellative functions of TV (aspects that McLuhan understates), exploring its nether side as a 
participatory, “cool” medium. Through its mise-en-abyme of mass media channels, the work 
yielded a schizoid subject position incompatible with the socio-psychic transformations 
suggested by McLuhan’s notion of the global village. Rather, Simultaneidad en simultaneidad 
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grappled with the condition of its mass public as it experienced totalitarianism’s break down of 
the public sphere, that is, of a key arena in which the very existence of a people as a political 
entity could become manifest. Given the dictatorship’s hostile takeover of television, this was the 
last time that Minujín used the mass media in her art for an Argentine public. She, in other 
words, turned away from the mass channels of communication at the very moment that so many 
Argentine artists began to experiment with it.   
The sixth chapter “Importing Peace, Love, and Sedition” argues that the 1968 
environment, Importación, responded to its authoritarian context by framing Argentina as a 
country caught in a complex interplay of economic, geopolitical, and cultural forces. Occurring 
the same year as the politically outspoken installation Tucumán arde, Importación was often 
contrasted unfavorably to this piece and panned for its levity, blatant consumerism, apolitical 
stance and U.S.-sourced objects. In their literalist and superficial interpretations, these 
comparisons framed Importación as a frivolous work and embarrassing submission to North 
American cultural imperialism. I reconsider this reception by shedding light on Minujín’s 
political awareness and embrace of antidisciplinary, yippie strategies of dissent based in parody 
and ambiguity. By properly contextualizing Importación through the artist’s statements and the 
political and cultural developments of that year, this chapter contends by way of Homi Bhabha’s 
writings that Importación mimicked the project to internationalize Argentine art to the point of 
unraveling it. In the process, the work illuminated the pernicious effects of the U.S.’s insidious 
neocolonialist policies (desarrollismo, for instance) on the arts. Concomitantly, it defied 
Onganía’s regime through its propagation of the counterculture, while priming Argentina’s youth 
for the populist political radicalization, which later events and works of art, including Tucumán 
arde, would further accelerate. Far from being a reactionary work of art, Importación tactically 
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celebrated transnationalism and consumerism in order to counteract the oppressive and 
exploitative strategies of a dictatorship in alliance with foreign capital. This is Importación’s 
paradoxical positive negation: while remaining apolitical and within institutional circuits at the 
service of established powers, the work in its anti-didactic carnivalesque gaiety and ambiguity 
set the stage for the emergence of populist affective investments with potentially far reaching 
political consequences. 
Here, the greater stakes of historicizing Minujín’s oeuvre of the sixties begin to emerge. 
Minujín developed her art in a country experiencing incipient technological and economic 
trends, which, aside from eventually reconfiguring global dynamics, intersected with Argentina’s 
defective democracy to produce an increasingly volatile, polarized, inequitable, and authoritarian 
order. The recent and largely unforeseen neo-populist reconfiguration of the U.S. and European 
sociopolitical landscapes, coupled with the worldwide resurgence of authoritarianism, is, in large 
part, a reaction against the continuation of the phenomena that shaped Argentina and informed 
Minujín’s art: neoliberalist processes of globalization, the mediatization of all aspects of life, an 
ailing public sphere, and the perceived bankruptcy of liberal democracy.  
But there is one more point of convergence, one pertaining to the accessibility of cultural 
capital. As recently argued by artist Andrea Fraser, the ascendancy of Donald Trump to the U.S. 
presidency is symptomatic of a cultural war, waged by the Right, in which populist ire no longer 
targets an economic elite—the ur-adversary of the people—but a cultural, cognitive one.133 This 
reorientation of classic populist dynamics has in large part been possible, Fraser argues, because 
the Left, along with the cultural sector, has failed to recognize the role of cultural capital as a 
form of structural and relational domination. Cultural capital is so internal to subjects that its 
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abundance or lack is often taken as a reflection of intrinsic traits. The meritocratic ideals, 
structuring cultural institutions, especially universities, have only reinforced this perception 
while the arts have “disavow[ed] the social conditions” necessary for acquiring cultural 
competencies by idealizing these “as inborn gifts.”134 Excluded from access to cultural capital 
and thus perpetually trapped in a position of cultural domination (naturalized as innate 
inferiority), the economically and culturally oppressed “take refuge in… nationalism” and align 
themselves with “neoliberal politics and certain fascistoid forms of revolt,” as Fraser explains via 
Pierre Bourdieu.135 To counter this trend, Fraser calls for a self-reflexive art that questions its 
position and the power it wields. But we could also find solutions to our current crisis in the 
work of Minujín, who, for lack of pedantry, did not seek to enlighten the disempowered masses 
to their plight and sociopolitical interests. Rather, in works such as Importación, Minujín made 
art legible and palatable to the culturally dominated while opening exclusive art venues to them. 
For perhaps the first time in Argentina, more people than those of the cognitive elite experienced 







Chapter One: Informalist Beginnings  
 
“Those [informalists] who elevate matter in function of its contents and offer us the miraculous 
road of an informal order that is sufficiently expressive, these are the ones who through this 
artistic road…paint on all things; or what is the same: these are the ones who invite us to 
nourish ourselves from the mystery, the contents, of a category with which we soar towards the 
superior.”—Enrique Azcoaga, “False and Probable Informalismo,” Del Arte, July 19611 
 
“Could we…claim that the attitude of the ‘informalist’ artists escapes the conditionings [of 
thought] because their occupation transcends the categories of thought itself? That their 
aesthetic attitude places them outside of space and time, in a strange ‘unifying communion’ with 
a superior order in which all contradictions and disturbances of the intellect find harmony?”—
Rafael Squirru, “An Authentic Informalist Attitude,” Del Arte, July 19612  
 
In 1961, the publication Del Arte devoted its July issue to Informalismo, an art movement 
that had been baffling Argentines since surfacing in Buenos Aires a few years prior. Inspired by 
Europe’s Art Informel and Tachisme, Informalismo embraced extra-artistic materials to create 
abstract, nongeometric paintings, often bordering on reliefs, with highly textured surfaces 
conveying the gestural force and spontaneity of their making.3 Scandalizing critics, the irreverent 
movement flouted established conventions of “good painting” and rejected, in particular, the 
rational and controlled geometric abstraction of the concrete vanguards of the forties—Arte 
Concreto Invención, Madí, and Perceptismo, for instance. With a certain romantic proclivity, 
Informalismo instead favored irrationality and the pathos of self-expression.4   
																																																								
1 Enrique Azcoaga, “Falso y Probable Informalismo,” Del Arte: plástica, literatura, teatro, musica, cine-t.v., July 
1961, 8.  International Center for the Arts of the Americas at the Museum of Fine Arts, Houston. ICAA Record ID: 
741376. 
2 Rafael Squirru, “Una autentica actitud informalista,” Del Arte: plástica, literatura, teatro, musica, cine-t.v., July 
1961, 9.  International Center for the Arts of the Americas at the Museum of Fine Arts, Houston. ICAA Record ID: 
741390 
3 Art Informel in Europe is often seen as a response to the existential vacuum and the crisis of humanist values that 
characterized the postwar period. It signaled, in particular, a rejection of the rationalism and assembly-line 
production methods of this time.  
4The informalistas, for instance, abandoned the concept of beauty as well as traditional tools such as paintbrushes in 




As suggested by Del Arte’s cover headline, “Informalismo Tipped in the Scales,” the 
magazine’s featured jury had the task of defining and critiquing the main characteristics and 
artistic merits of this controversial movement. Though generally in favor of Informalismo, the 
three judges possessed another commonality overshadowed by their different theoretical 
approaches. In his essay, “False and Improbable Informalism,” the Spanish poet and critic 
Enrique Azcoaga focuses on distinguishing a legitimate informalist art from a “dead,” purely 
decorative one. He stresses that only the former has the ability to deliver “a road to elevation” 
through an “expressive order.”5 Rafael Squirru, the director of the Museum of Modern Art in 
Buenos Aires (MAM), approaches the subject differently by establishing parallels between 
Informalismo, on the one hand, and Buddhism and Zen Poetry, on the other.6 He locates the 
merits of Informalismo in its ability to transmit a spiritual attitude through its humble materials, 
inner poetry, and overall opacity.7 To Squirru, Informalismo grants its viewers access to a 
“superior order” or “supra-conscious zone” beyond time and space where all conflicts are 
harmoniously resolved.8 Azcoaga and Squirru’s view of “good art” as a conduit to transcendence 
is also echoed in Jorge Romero Brest’s portrayal of Informalismo as a fundamentally “utopian” 
art, practiced by “cultivators of truth.”9  
																																																								
5 Azcoaga, 8.  
6 Squirru’s recourse to Zen Buddhism was most likely inspired from the writings of tachiste painter Georges 
Mathieu, who had outlined four principles for painting based in Zen thought. Significantly, Mathieu had visited 
Buenos Aires in 1959 and exhibited at the Galería Bonino. During his visit, Mathieu had gotten in touch with the 
informalist Argentine artists who had exhibited at Galería Pizarro that same year. Kenneth Kemble’s series of 
informalist black and white paintings inspired from Japanese calligraphy most likely further encouraged Squirru to 
theorize the movement through Zen thought.  
7 Squirru, Del Arte, 9.  
8 Ibid. 
9 Jorge Romero Brest, “Sobre el Arte Informal,” Del Arte: plástica, literatura, teatro, musica, cine-t.v., July 1961, 9. 
International Center for the Arts of the Americas at the Museum of Fine Arts, Houston. ICAA Record ID: 741399. 
Brest published a second version of this text as “Informal Art and the Art of Today: A Very Updated Article and 
New Reflections” for the catalog of the 1963 National and International Prizes of the Instituto Torcuato Di Tella. 
This text was then translated by Gabriel Pérez-Barreiro for Listen, Here, Now! I am, however, using my own 




Because Brest was, at the time, the director of the National Museum of Fine Arts 
(MNBA)—an institution, which had reopened in 1956 and quickly become the country’s premier 
arbiter of the arts—his analysis of Informalismo, albeit abstruse, carries more weight than the 
observations of the other two critics. Organized as numbered notes, which never quite coalesce 
into an argument, Brest’s tentative response highlights the most salient attributes of the 
movement—mainly, the “crude realism” resulting from its rejection of traditional art materials 
and total negation of long held artistic values, such as permanence and beauty.10  
However, Brest quickly assures that negation “always introduces a corresponding 
affirmation” and proceeds to neutralize Informalismo’s negativity by turning to phenomenology 
and postwar existentialism.11 He, for instance, recognizes that informalist artists embrace 
materials exogenous to art only to then insist that they would in truth “be content making 
absolutely immaterial works of art.” This desire for immateriality, the critic believes, is at the 
“root of [Informalismo’s] spiritualism.”12 He similarly reverses his point regarding 
Informalismo’s tendency to embrace real time by maintaining that the movement simultaneously 
“aspires to be anterior to experience,” that is, outside of history.13 Overall, Informalismo is “not a 
school nor a tendency but rather a way of conceptualizing existence.”14 And yet, Brest 
conjectures, “to be Informal” also requires being “true” to what surpasses existence—a 
dubiously enigmatic realm, “exist[ing] beyond what one sees, thinks, feels, or fabricates.”15 
Given these incongruous remarks, it is perhaps unsurprising that Brest goes so far as to propose 











of base materials hardly evocative of virginal purity or innocence.16 Brest’s odd linking of 
Informalist art to spirituality, utopia, and even sacrosanct virginity betrays precisely what unites 
all three critics: a transcendental view of the work of art as a secularized experience of the 
sacred. The pages of Del Arte therefore give us a glimpse into the way that the discursive field 
constituting Informalismo’s reception extrapolated art from its immediate institutional context in 
order to reimagine it as transhistorical.  
However, the general critical attempt to sublimate Informalismo’s lowness and 
materialism through humanist and idealist notions of expressivity, spirituality, beauty, and 
timelessness sprung from the rhetoric of many prominent informalistas. This language and 
attitude led, for instance, local poet and critic Édouard Jaguer to dismiss Informalismo as a 
“pious externalization of a new intellectual comfort”17 as early as 1958. Jaguer was not alone in 
his scorn. In his disparaging review of the Galería Van Riel’s 1959 exhibition on Informalismo, 
Argentine critic Eduardo Baliari, admonishes informalist artists: “if the painter of this epoch … 
wants to use his redeemed technique transcendentally, he will have to do so with a minimum of 
responsibility and know that one cannot play by returning to an unintelligible babbling … 
[which] aim[s] to affirm blind adaptation, facilitated by the disorder into which painting has been 
driven.” 18 
The case of Kenneth Kemble, one of the leading artists of Informalismo, epitomized the 
sublimating tendencies of this movement. He describes his informalist collage-paintings (fig.1) 
in his personal notes, written in 1959 but published in 1960, in the following way: 
																																																								
16 Ibid. Almost immediately, Brest dismisses “virginal art” as an “inappropriate” name for the movement. 
Nevertheless, in the seventh note of his article, he proposes a similar notion by describing Informalismo as a practice 
of “aesthetic nudism,” that is, as a pure art form unsoiled by the past and unconstrained by artistic norms. Virginal 
art is a term that also reappears in Brest’s second and unpublished 1961 essay, “What is Informal Painting?” 
17 Edouard Jaguer, “Polo Clandestino,” Boa, n.1 (May 1958): 29-30.  




And it is a work of art if it communicates an emotion of the aesthetic order…In collage 
one can see that beauty and aesthetic emotion do not solely reside in what we are used to 
calling beautiful; …It demonstrates how beauty can be found in the most devalued 
materials and how…[these scorned materials] can contain a surprising expressive 
intensity. But above all, and this is its true sense, [collage] ennobles and hierarchizes 
what is commonly unappreciated, amplifying our aesthetic experience and opening our 
eyes towards sensible worlds.19 [My emphasis] 
 
As made clear in this passage, Kemble did not employ devalued materials to subvert the status of 
art. On the contrary, his transplantation of low materials into the hallowed space of the frame 
confirmed the redemptive power and viability of the pictorial medium. Painting was always able 
to absorb and “ennoble” the rubbish embedded on its surface by distilling through its 
compositional order, expressive gesturality, or self-reflexivity “beauty and aesthetic emotion.”20 
In this sense, the Argentine understanding of Informalismo was quite germane to the Art 
Informel of Jean Dubuffet, whose style and ideas Alberto Greco introduced to Argentina during 
the 1950s.21 Dubuffet’s matièrisme, as Rosalind Krauss notes, sought to rehabilitate painting in 
the postwar period by discovering order and form in matter with a pronounced excremental 
quality.22  
Greco, a star informalista and arguably the first informalist painter of Argentina, was just 
as responsible as Kemble for the reception of Informalismo in transcendental terms. Greco’s 
artistic strategy consisted of always desecrating the art object through a vicious act of violence, 
																																																								
19  Kenneth Kemble, Kemble: Oleos y Collages (Buenos Aires: Galeria Lirolay, 1960), n.p. 
20 Ibid. 
21 Greco had traveled to Paris in 1954 and returned to Latin America with the intention of creating an Art Informel 
movement both in Brazil and Argentina. The important critic and poet Aldo Pellegrini had also published an article 
on Dubuffet, “Jean Dubuffet o la poetica de lo desagradable” as early as 1953 and in which he praised Dubuffet’s 
spontaneous working of materials. Finally, Juan Eduardo Cirlot’s book El Arte Otro (1957), which provided 
additional descriptions of Dubuffet’s work, was widely circulated in Buenos Aires at the time.  
22 In an aside in her essay “Robert Rauschenberg and the Materialized Image,” Rosalind Krauss observes quite 
correctly that in Dubuffet’s texturologies collage elements “were used in such a way as to suspend their materiality 
between their own identity as objects and a transformation into sheer pictorial design or tone.” See Rosalind Krauss, 
“Robert Rauschenberg and the Materialized Image” in Robert Rauschenberg, ed. Branden Joseph (Cambridge, MA: 




emphasizing “the death of painting.” For example, with his red and black series begun in 1959 or 
monochromatic Pinturas Negras [Black Paintings] of a year later, Greco covered his canvases in 
tar and urine (fig. 2 and 3). At times, he left his paintings outside, submitting them to the ravages 
of inclement weather. Without fail, these corrosive procedures yielded striking surfaces that 
transmute tar, piss, and rain into a cohesive field, where the painter’s choleric gestures, 
comingled with nature’s fury, are congealed. From subtle sheens to brilliant éclats, the dazzling 
optical effects of these works create a nebulous and dynamic surface. The contrast between 
dense layers of tar and delicately flaking patches of pigments and paper further enlivens this 
interplay between coats of opaque and lustrous blacks. In sum, Greco’s paintings lack the dull 
obdurateness and uniformity of asphalt roads or other tar products. They are never as inert as 
walls or floors. Instead, they offer a shadowy and shallow topography across which light 
ricochets—an optical territory demarcated from real space and, paradoxically, distant from the 
everyday elements that went into its making. In their freezing of temporal processes, embrace of 
all-over abstraction, and fashioning of an optical depth, these works conform, albeit unwittingly, 
to the era’s dominant theorization of modernist painting.  
Greco himself underscored the sublimating aspect of his work. Rain, he explains, “load[s 
the canvases] with force,” while his urine caused “organic reactions of matter that enrich[] in an 
aleatory manner the surface” of his paintings.23 In a text written five years after Greco’s death, 
artist and critic Luis Felipe Noé—a close friend and collaborator of Greco’s—stresses the 
elevating power of the deceased artist’s oeuvre:  
[Greco] always identified degradation with sublimation, and signed his name to the water 
stains on the walls of public bathrooms . . . . His delirium (his passion) was quotidian 
reality: there where reality burned up, where its guts exploded, horror and all that was 
																																																								
23 Jorge López Anaya, Informalismo: la vanguardia informalista, Buenos Aires 1957-1965 (Buenos Aires: Ediciones 




sordid were transformed within him into a dream of beauty, of goodness, or into an 
explosive laugh.24 
 
Greco’s Informalismo confirmed the resiliency of painting and redirected attention back to the 
artist as the agent of a brutal yet creative process.25 Even when he later performed the Vivo-
ditos26 (which Noé references), Greco, by signing and, more importantly, framing his targeted 
subjects, once again maintained the hierarchizing power of art, even if in a schematic way (fig. 
4).27 And so did other informalistas, whose works sought to break free from the constraints of 
																																																								
24 Luis Felipe Noé, “Alberto Greco: Five Years After His Death” in Listen, Here, Now!, 49.  
25 Greco’s decision to call many of his performances Vivo-ditos or “living fingers” served to signal the primacy of 
the artist as the agent doing the selecting of everyday objects as art. As argued by Longoni, “the artist attributes to 
him or herself the capacity to point our that there is art in life, and that he or she is the only authorize person to make 
that presence known.” See Longoni, “Action Art in Argentina from 1960: The Body (Ex)posed” in Arte [No Es] 
Vida, footnote 11.  
26 The Vivo-ditos were created from 1962 onwards but Greco had been experimenting with this type of action since 
1954. Most of the Vivo-ditos consisted in the encircling and signing of people, situations, or places with a piece of 
chalk.  
27 The literature consistently argues that Greco’s Vivo-ditos fused art with life by taking art into the streets and, 
consequently, represented a critique and destabilization of the art institution. “Greco announced the end of museum 
and gallery art in his Vivo-dito creations,” writes Marcelo Pacheco, for instance. (Pacheco, Listen, Here, Now!, 21). 
Curator Grabriela Rangel also argues that the Vivo-dito “may be one of the most original responses to Marcel 
Duchamp’s readymade as well as an extreme action outside the conventional frame of the institution of art, intended 
to destroy the notion of the artwork as something accomplished by judgment or functionality.” (Rangel, “Alberto 
Greco: Signing the Transient,” Review: Literature and Arts of Americas, 40:2, 298-300). Similarly, Ana Longoni 
sees the Vivo-ditos as the “counterpoint” of the Duchampian ready-made because they “do not entail removing the 
signaled object . . . from their contexts (the street, daily life) in order to place them in an art museum. . . . Instead, 
they are left where they are.” (Longoni, “Drifts of the Avant-Garde Scene” in Beginning with a Bang!: From 
Confrontation to Intimacy (New York: Americas Society, 2007), 64.). Daniel Quiles, too, concurs: “The Vivo-dito 
introduced a brilliant twist on the readymade—that non-art and art would be indistinguishable once the gallery 
context had been abandoned.” (Quiles, “Burn Out my Potentiality: Destruction and Collectivity in Greco and 
Minujín” in Beginning with A Bang, 71.). However, Longoni, Rangel, and Quiles all refrain from following through 
with the implications of their comparison to Duchamp—mainly, that as a reversal of the readymade, the Vivo-dito 
extended the art institution, no matter how briefly, into the non-artistic space of the streets (as opposed to bringing 
the non-artistic, everyday object into the space of art, as Duchamp did). Greco did not void painting, art or the art 
institution but simply relocated their shared key signifiers—the frame and the signature—into the everyday, thereby 
re-contextualizing the mundane as art. Eventually, Greco’s Vivo-ditos evolved into other art actions that consisted in 
tracing the silhouette of ordinary (usually lower class) people onto the canvas before which they stood. This 
alternate, sister gesture literalized what was only implicit in the Vivo-ditos: art’s still potent ability to absorb and 
neutralize the everyday as pure form. Furthermore, Greco’s photographs of the Vivo-ditos preserved these actions as 
artistic images and thus corrected for their ephemerality while granting them a commodifiable exhibition value. 
Despite Greco’s claims to the contrary, the Vivo-dito’s expansion of the frame of art into everyday life represented a 
colonization that strengthened or, at least, reasserted the reach and power of the art institution and the art market, 
leaving these far from undermined or abandoned. This paradoxical aspect of Greco’s work is symptomatic of what 
Giunta describes as the Argentine avant-garde’s conflicted relationship to the institution of art (Giunta, Avant-




good taste and elitist refinement while, paradoxically, embracing traditional bourgeois notions of 
immanence, painterly expressivity, and autonomy.  
 This was the artistic milieu that Minujín entered in 1959, the same year that Informalismo 
made its indelible mark on Buenos Aires thanks to three informalist exhibitions at some of the 
city’s most recognized venues: the Galería Pizarro, the Galería Van Riel, and the Museo 
Municipal de Artes Plásticas Eduardo E. Sivori (supported by the recently established Museum 
of Modern Art in Buenos Aires). That year, the young Minujín began frequenting artists and 
intellectuals at the Bar Moderno, the vanguard’s preferred enclave for discussing the latest 
artistic currents, including Informalismo. Intrigued, Minujín attended artist and critic Jorge 
López Anaya’s workshops on Informalismo at the Escuela Superior de Bellas Artes Ernesto de la 
Carcova.28 Her friendship with the magnetic Greco, whose work was included in all three 1959 
Informalist shows, further pushed the precocious yet impressionable Minujín to abandon her 
colorful abstract oil paintings reminiscent of Orphism for an informalist aesthetic (fig. 5). “I was 
completely captivated by [Greco],” Minujín confesses decades later, “so much so that I got into 
Informalismo . . . . I was taken in and influenced.”29 
Minujín’s first informalist paintings, dating from 1960-61, are slates of muted colors—
mostly, muddy browns, opaque greys, and sullied whites—that hardly seem to be the result of 
the carefully thought out compositional choices so evident in the artist’s previous works (fig. 6).  
Like stains on a dirty shirt, these paintings’ tonal variations are a function of the surface 
materials that either absorb or support Minujín’s pigments. Made on the floor using a mixture of 
																																																																																																																																																																																		
traditional art’s conventions and yet were dependent on the institutions most emblematic of these tastes and 
conventions.  
28 Minujín’s first informalist paintings seemed to borrow the particular somber color palette of López Anaya’s work 
as well as their material solidity.  
29  Cited in Javier Villa, “Marta Minujín: A Biography” in Marta Minujín: Obras 1959-1989 (Buenos Aires: 




sand, carpenter’s glue, hardboard, and chalk that, once set, is coated in thick layers of paint, these 
paintings possess the unmistakable density of concrete sidewalks and public walls—a dumb, 
obdurate solidity, which perfectly complements their monotone hues. Lacking the gestural 
expressivity typical of Informalismo, these weighty paintings evince a hard and compact 
planarity underscoring, rather than overriding, the objecthood of painting. 
As with the work of many other Argentine artists (Kemble, Antonio Berni, Noé, Greco), 
the cityscape was a source of inspiration for the series. Minujín recounts, “[Greco and I] would 
be walking down the street and he would say ‘Check out that wonderful wall, I’ll sign it’ . . . . 
Greco’s influence had to do, I believe, with the idea that you could find a wall and sign it. So I 
transferred the wall to the canvas stretcher. I was still working with the canvas stretcher.”30 As 
made clear in this comment, Minujín was not particularly interested in Greco’s previously 
mentioned informalist paintings. Rather, she was thinking about the Vivo-dito’s reconfiguration 
of the logic of Marcel Duchamp’s readymade. Her choice of words is unambiguous: her works 
executed not the transformation of reality into an image but the transferal of it, warts and all, to 
the space of the image. Nonrepresentational yet mimetic in its literality, Minujín’s informalist 
canvases added a new twist to Greco’s signing of walls by operating as a sort of readymade 
abstraction underscoring the link between painting and the real time and space of the city. Her 
paintings thus troubled the autonomy of the work of art, precluding transcendence.  
To be sure, Minujín was a fledgling artist, who, in 1961, was still searching for her own 
“proper image,” as she herself intimates at the time.31 As might be expected, the process by 
which she distinguished her work from her peers was in no way straightforward. Yet the 
precocious artist was aware of the movement’s problematic rhetoric. The pamphlet she penned 
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for her first solo exhibition at the Galería Lirolay in May of 1961 is a poetic and cryptic text that 
has the assertive tone of a manifesto. Its opening sentence is palpably defensive, delineating the 
prerogative of informalistas rather than introducing or describing the art on display. “To rebel 
against the conditioned and written,” Minujín announces, “implies that one be able to make 
mistakes, to contradict oneself, and to reassure oneself that any path is valid in the measure that 
it expresses us.”32  The curious phrasing of this preemptive defense of Informalismo betrays 
Minujín’s anxiety over the movement she had recently espoused. The text makes clear that 
Informalismo’s claims to self-expression were inextricably tied to a need for self-reassurance; 
the informalistas could not legitimize their break from long-held artistic conventions without 
resorting to the comforting and even cliché pretext of expressivity and artistic freedom. In the 
same breath, Minujín also tacitly equates the movement’s recourse to expression with both error 
and self-contradiction.  
To be sure, Minujín considered herself a part of Informalismo and was not impervious to 
the rhetoric of the movement, as attested by the rest of the bombastic pamphlet. In fact, her 
defense of the artist’s right to error and self-contradiction is just as much about Informalismo as 
it is about her own conflicted position within this movement. Yet her self-awareness and unease, 
along with her art, were already enough to distinguish her from her older peers. Blemished by 
holes, cracks, blotches, and raised patches, Minujín’s informalist paintings are barely 
distinguishable from the decrepit ceilings, walls, and floors found in old buildings plagued by 
leaky plumbing (fig. 6-9). As this association suggests, the damage visible on Minujín’s hard 
surfaces seems to be caused by faulty structures or noxious activities internal to them. Much like 
the fault lines of moving tectonic plates, the fissures running throughout Minujín’s paintings 






paintings’ abutting plaques of different materials.33 The mildew-like stains, clustered around 
these diminutive crevasses, hint at the presence of humidity or of mysterious secretions, oozing 
throughout the strata of materials below. Rather than attack painting only to produce 
paradoxically yet another painting, as Greco did, Minujín produced a painting that attacks itself. 
Before such flagrant decomposition, sublimation remains impossible.  
If the flatbed picture plane is, as Leo Steinberg theorizes in 1972, a “receptor surface on 
which objects are scattered [and] data entered,” then Minujín’s paintings, although evoking the 
opaqueness and solidity of horizontal surfaces from the realm of culture, do not function as 
“receptors.”34 Rather, they are emitters of telltale signs or symptoms, betraying internal, organic, 
and temporal processes: rot, infection, and, at best, banal aging. In short, these paintings produce 
the uncanny impression of having a hidden interiority, whose secret churnings only partially 
transpire to the surface. One of Minujín’s few titled informalist works, Movimiento interior 
[Internal Movement] (1960), makes this aspect of the series explicit (fig. 7). Placed at irregular 
angles in between horizontal layers of matter, some of this painting’s brick-like forms appear to 
shift out of place, sliding into different strata or toppling one another, like dominos. 
Minujín, furthermore, staged these paintings’ dilapidation as ineluctable. In Untitled 
(1961-62), for instance, the artist’s abortive attempts to mend the painting’s surface become 
conspicuous (fig. 8). Extra layers of paint blatantly cover some of the painting’s proliferating 
cracks. These layers are applied to the original surface in such a slapdash fashion that they 
underline more than conceal the flaws in the work. In addition, the colors of these corrective 
coats of paint approximate but never coincide with the shades of white or grey on which they are 
superimposed. This deliberate mismatch focuses the viewer’s attention on the work’s accelerated 
																																																								
33 These cracks are, in fact, the result of too many layers of paint and disparate materials drying at different rates.  
34 Leo Steinberg, “Reflections on the State of Criticism (1972)” in Robert Rauschenberg, ed. Branden Joseph 




aging by highlighting the act of conservation already required at the moment of creation. In 
effect, these repairs demote the autographic gesture as well as the expressive manipulation of 
materials—so lauded by Argentine critics and informalist artists alike—to an impersonal and 
instrumentalized mark necessitated by the artist’s deliberately faulty painting technique.35 Paint 
now functions as nothing more than a reparative glue or caulk. Minujín’s adoption of unstable 
base materials ultimately led to the degradation of oils, the most revered of traditional art 
materials—a true reversal of Kemble’s logic. Here, painting cannot redeem the low elements 
incorporated into its space. On the contrary, the pictorial medium is itself corrupted by them.  
Minujín’s rejection of informalist notions of expressivity and transcendence is perhaps 
most evident in the painting Testimonio para una joven tumba [Testimony for a Young Tomb] 
(1960-61), a key work in her series of Informalist paintings as suggested by the artist’s decision 
to send it to Paris for the “Deuxième Biennale de Paris: Manifestation Biennale et Internationale 
des Jeunes Artistes” in the fall of 1961 (fig. 9). Even though the title of this work alludes to the 
recent tragic death of Minujín’s brother, the painting refrains from communicating the pathos 
that one might expect from a grieving artist and, hence, stubbornly refuses to distinguish itself 
from Minujín’s other informalist canvases. Testimonio para una joven tumba is, in effect, as 
silent as a grave. 36 And as with a tombstone, the painting’s hard surface both conceals and marks 
																																																								
35 Minujín’s rejection of the locally championed expressive brushstroke can also be read in a larger, more global 
context as a repudiation of the inimitable Abstract Expressionist dribble of paint that had triumphed in New York 
and garnered international recognition during the postwar period. As observed by García Canclini, during the 1950s 
and early 1960s, there had been an “aggressive [North American] campaign that, through various means, . . . 
diffused formal experimentation that appeared depoliticized, especially Abstract Expressionism, as an alternative to . 
. . any [artistic] current concerned with the national identity of our [Latin American] countries.” Néstor Gracía 
Canclini, La producción simbólica: teoría y método en sociología del arte (Mexico, D.F.: Siglo XXI editors, 1979), 
106. Minujín’s repudiation of any abstract expressionist gesture is therefore to be expected, considering the artist’s 
intention to address local politics and national identity through her art at this time. 
36 Her older brother had succumbed to cancer, a disease whose gradual destruction of the body from the inside out 




the horror of the body turned corpse.37 Indeed, the work’s direct reference to mortality hints at 
the analogy between the work of art and the human body subtending the whole of Minujín’s 
informalist art—a connection latent in Minujín’s very first sketches, which repeatedly depict the 
ill and infirm visiting her father’s medical practice.38 Minujín’s entire oeuvre “conceives the 
work [of art] as mortal,” Masotta reflects a few years later.39 It was her paintings’ 
anthropomorphic impermanence—their performance of mortality—that effectively bars any sort 
of transcendental reading. The work of art was simply too firmly anchored in the hic et nunc to 
allow the viewer’s mind to escape the mundane into the beyond of a superior order, as wished for 
by Squirru.  
Significantly, Minujín’s text for the Gallery Lirolay links the transience of her materials 
not just to the body but also to memory, “[the material] makes it possible to structure the surface 
until reaching a possible space of modifications that once superimposed onto traditional space-
time, is able to belong to memory, where things day by day fragment themselves and 
disappear.”40 Low and unstable materials enabled Minujín to create a surface that was 
compatible with the everyday, open to disintegration, and structurally analogous to memory. 
Memory, then, is not an abstract, autonomous domain, but rather a contingent physical fact, 
embedded in the body and conditioned by externalities.  
																																																								
37 The anthropomorphic impermanence that I identify in Minujín’s art is implicit in other Informalist works but 
thoroughly repressed or sublimated by the language of their creators and reception. In a review panning the 1959 
Informalismo exhibition held at the Galería Van Riel, Baliari is one of the few critics to acknowledge 
Informalismo’s latent quality of degradation. Yet he immediately calls for its elimination. Recoiling at the 
“ugliness” of informalist painting, he describes this art as “a putrefying cadaver belonging to a phase of painting that 
has to be definitively buried.” Eduardo Baliari, “Informalismo,” Noticias Gráficas (Buenos Aires:  July 23, 1959), 
n.p. 
38 For more on Minujín’s early artistic interests in her father’s patients and the homeless, see Marta Minujín, Tres 
inviernos en París: Diarios íntimos (1961-1964) (Buenos Aires: Penguin Random House Group; Reservoir 
Narrative, 2018), 9. 
39 Masotta, “The Argentine Image-Makers” in Listen, Here, Now!, 179.  




Minujín’s correspondence between painting and mind should therefore not be 
misapprehended as a revival of antiquated notions of painting, which equate pictorial space with 
the interiority of the subject only to better exclude the body and transcend the material realm. 
Clearly, a painting like Untitled (1961) did not present the mnemonic field as a stable, 
psychological, and private space, peppered by personal markers of uniquely felt emotions and 
experiences (fig. 8). The psyche of the bourgeois subject is not featured here as in, for instance, 
the painted dreamscapes of Surrealism or its postwar outgrowths, like Abstract Expressionism. If 
the mind has long been metaphorically described as a hard surface bearing mnemonic 
inscription—think of Aristotle’s tabula rasa or Freud’s wunderblock—then Minujín’s 
informalist series, as a conceit for an embodied memory, adopted this image of the mind as slab 
only to chip away at it, to portray it as dysfunctional and irreparably damaged.  
Although flaunting their flaws and aging, Minujín’s works are patently barren. Composed 
of nothing more than swaths of dull browns and beiges, they offer little distraction to the eye. 
The memory figured by Minujín’s informalist paintings is nothing like the kind of mind 
analogized by Robert Rauschenberg’s Combine-paintings of the 1950s (fig. 11). As argued by 
Steinberg, Rauschenberg’s picture plane speaks to “the consciousness immersed in the brain of 
the city.”41 It “stood for the mind itself,” Steinberg elaborates, as a “dump, reservoir, switching 
center, abundant with concrete references freely associated as in an internal monologue—the 
outward symbol of the mind as a running transformer of the external world, constantly ingesting 
incoming unprocessed data to be mapped in an overcharged field.”42 Anything “reachable-
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thinkable” can adhere to it.43 Rosalind Krauss further nuances Steinberg’s observations and 
describes Rauschenberg’s paintings as follows:  
 
The field of memory itself is changed from something that is internal to something that is 
external; from something that is private to something that is collective insofar as it arises 
from the shared communality of culture. This is not culture with a capital C but rather a 
profusion of facts, some exalted but most banal, each of which leaves its imprint as it 
burrows into and forms experience.44 
 
That is to say, Rauschenberg’s Combine-paintings articulate the communal, even popular, nature 
of memory. 
As purported “transferals” of urban structures, whether public walls or streets, Minujín’s 
informalist paintings similarly portray memory as something springing from the collectively 
constructed cultural realm. Yet the “data,” to use Steinberg’s term, so conspicuously collected on 
the surface of Rauschenberg’s paintings is noticeably absent from Minujín’s anti-archival works. 
Although Argentina had not developed a consumer culture as pervasive as that of the United 
States, the country still witnessed the gradual commercialization of everyday life during World 
War II and the postwar period, a process that only intensified throughout the 1960s.45 There was 
therefore no shortage of commonplace symbols and material facts to extract from the bustling 
commercial world of one of Latin America’s largest cities. Kemble’s informalist series Paisajes 
suburbanos [Suburban Landscapes] illustrate this fact plainly (fig. 12). So do Antonio Berni’s 
contemporaneous Juanito Laguna and Ramona Montiel narrative series of collaged paintings 
incorporating mass-produced detritus (fig. 13). 
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 Consumerism, however, was not the only phenomenon shaping Argentina in the late 
1950s and early 1960s. This period was also profoundly defined by the repressive eradication of 
Peronism, which immediately followed the self-denominated “Revolución Libertadora” 
[Liberating Revolution], the 1955 military coup responsible for deposing and exiling President 
Juan Domingo Perón.46 Under the leadership of General Pedro Eugenio Aramburu, which lasted 
from 1955 to 1958, the new, aggressively anti-Peronist military government sought to erase 
Peronism from both the political scene and historical record by dismantling all Peronist 
institutions (e.g., Fundación Eva Perón and the Instituto Argentino de Promoción del 
Intercambio)47 and recasting the Peronist era, through the new language of Cold War politics, as 
an aberrant “totalitarian regime,” whose socio-economic successes were the result of fascist 
coercion, systematic deception, and mass indoctrination.48 Passed soon after the coup, Decree 
4161 outlawed all discussions of Perón’s “second tyranny”49 and banned any mention of Perón 
or Evita in the media as well as any display of partisan symbols.50 The term “de-peronization” 
was coined to describe this virulent campaign, which even used violence to crush51 any sort of 
resistance from the public.52 Most importantly, the Peronist party, to which the majority of 
voters, especially the working class, belonged, was disbanded and barred from all future “free” 
elections.53 
																																																								
46  Deborah Norden, Military Rebellion in Argentina: Between Coups and Consolidation (Lincoln; London: 
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48 Elena, 247. 
49 This phrase implied that Perón was the twentieth century’s version of the infamous Argentine tyrant Juan Manuel 
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50 Elena, 247. 
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Constantly monitored by the military, which retained the power to intervene in the 
political sphere, the subsequent weak presidency of Dr. Arturo Frondizi from 1958 to 1962 did 
nothing to change the new status quo. This was the case even though Frondizi had won the 
elections through the support of Peronist voters, who had been directed by Perón (still in exile) to 
vote for Frondizi after the two leaders had formed a secret pact for the latter to end the 
proscription of Peronism once in office. Frondizi ultimately never fulfilled his promise and 
repeatedly disavowed any such pact even though Perón publicized its existence by producing 
signed papers of the secret agreement in 1959.54 Like the military government preceding it, 
Frondizi’s presidency was marked by a denial of historical facts and negation of Peronism that 
was typical of the years following the Revolución Libertadora.  
Given that the period alternated between what historians describe as a manipulative 
historical “reeducation of the masses” and an “absolute negation of the past,”55 it is unsurprising 
that Minujín’s apophatic paintings refuse to be “abundant with concrete references,”56 like 
Rauschenberg’s paintings, and instead illustrate the silence of censorship and, more crucially, a 
breakdown in collective memory through their dilapidation and blankness. Minujín’s pictorial 
field as memory is devoid of content precisely because ten years of Peronist history (as well as 
the Peronist party itself) were being wiped away.  
The inability of Minujín’s informalist works to register cultural information is all the 
more comprehensible considering that Argentina’s cultural sphere was making this collective 
disavowal even more totalizing. As chronicled by Andrea Giunta, the Buenos Aires art world 
saw the end of Peronism’s isolationism as its long-awaited chance to reorient itself towards the 
international community and to quickly update itself through new styles and art forms, 
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collectively designated by critics as arte nuevo or “new art.” 57 Tastemakers and critics falsely 
reasoned that only new and young artists could create arte nuevo. This fetishizing of novelty and 
youth was, of course, accompanied by a disregard for the old.58 Artists and artworks from the 
immediate past, despite their criticism of Peronism, were dismissed as extraneous, if not 
antithetical, to the new sociopolitical and artistic context of a born-again nation with no history.59  
Predictably, this feverish pursuit of new art forms pushed artists to “almost compulsively 
. . . import and translate the poetics of the postwar period,” the lyrical abstraction of Europe, in 
particular. 60 On one level, the adoption of foreign visual trends seemed to liberate Argentine art 
from the parochialism and elitism of traditional styles long favored by a conservative oligarchy 
as well as by Perón’s regime. But what had begun as a correction of provincialism quickly 
slipped into a problematic overcompensation and repression. The pronounced favoring of 
European visual vocabularies and the accompanying desire to have Argentina participate in an 
internationalized modernism turned into a craze for an informalist style, which conveniently 
lacked any historical connection to Argentina’s recent political experience. Reflecting on the 
sixties, López Anaya recognizes the supra-national and ahistorical character of Informalismo:  
Diverse groups and independent artist in France, Germany,…the United Sates, and South 
America developed an inclination for a type of painting that seemed to disallow national 
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limits and which picked up only a few characteristics proper to local traditions. In 
opposition to certain movements that were typically regionalist, Informalismo, with its 
marginalization of history and its anti-ideological technique, did not pose social or 
political problems.61   
 
Through Informalismo, artists hastily searched for a painterly idiom that could properly 
represent, not the sociopolitical reality of the country, but its aspirations and idealized image as a 
renewed nation, liberated from “dictatorship” and in tune with the rest of the world.  
The rhetoric supplementing Informalismo therefore had to deny, paradoxically, the 
immediacy and contingency inherent to informalist matièrisme through a deployment of idealist 
terms, because this recasting of Informalismo as transcendent allowed the movement to further 
disconnect itself from traumatic and unresolved historical events, which tarnished the image of 
Argentina’s political and cultural renaissance. Informalismo, in short, was itself implicated in the 
dialectic of spectacular rebirth and historical denial that was the founding condition of post-
Peronist Argentina.  
By alluding to a crumbling collective memory through the visual vocabulary of the art 
movement abetting this process of amnesia, Minujín’s informalist paintings reframed 
Informalismo as embroiled in the historical processes it sought to exceed. They pointed to the 
inherent contradiction between the material immediacy of Informalismo, on the one hand, and its 
ahistorical rhetoric and affirmative position, on the other. The artist’s reinterpretation of the Art 
Informel imported from Europe thus fulfilled the urgent function of connecting this style to the 
local Argentine history it was otherwise displacing—an operation of transculturation that 
Minujín’s later informalist sculptures continued even more overtly.62  
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When later in 1961 Minujín began incorporating everyday objects into her informalist 
paintings, she turned to the cardboard boxes containing her oil paints (fig. 14). Split open and 
embedded into the canvas, these cartons are hardly recognizable as commercial packaging. 
Rather, they register as abstract shapes delimiting voids so empty that even light is absent from 
many of them (this play of shadows varies with the source of lighting). Although placed onto all-
black surfaces, these obscure cavities nevertheless stand out for their true and total blackness. 
The three-dimensional edges delineating these vacuums propel them forwards into the space of 
the viewer, giving them additional prominence (fig. 15). Vacuity itself thus seems to acquire a 
palpable, material existence, which causes the canvas support to recede into the ground. The 
shadowy hollowness of these Lilliputian yet assertive boxes optically overrides small sections of 
Minujín’s emphatically material picture plane. In this manner, Minujín’s informalist reliefs 
present a formal paradox: the accretion of real, everyday objects has an overall subtractive effect. 
The accumulation of found objects amplifies rather than corrects the metaphorical blankness of 
Minujín’s previous informalist paintings, pushing it to new extremes. Through their rectangular 
shape and function as encasements, the darkest inlaid cartons rhyme with the frame of Minujín’s 
paintings to suggest an impossible absolute: a painting made of nothing.  
However, the radical negativity of such a limit case is tempered by a certain timidity, 
detectable in the diminutive proportions of these rectangular holes. Minujín was still reluctant to 
include non-artistic objects into the frame of painting and limited herself to small cardboard 
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fragments. As boxes for oil paints, these materials still possess a faint metonymic link to the 
domain of art and are not as commonplace or lowly as the type of refuse encrusted on the 
informalist works of other artists. It was not until her relocation to Paris in the summer of 1961 
that Minujín was able to devise a way of incorporating large-scale and utterly vulgar objects 
without compromising her portrayal of a defective collective memory. In France, Minujín 
discovered that certain found objects could serve to, first, critically reframe historical processes, 
and, second, fully obstruct Informalismo’s seamless and sublimating incorporation of junk into 
the compositional order of painting and sculpture. It was also at this moment that Minujín began 
working in a sculptural mode, foreshadowed by the play with real space apparent in her 
informalist reliefs.  
During her stay in Paris from August 1961 to mid-1962,63 Minujín started working with 
large, discarded cardboard boxes—a logical successor to the small boxes of her informalist 
reliefs. She named these sculptures or near-sculptures (some of these works, although free-
standing, still flaunt the frame of painting) her Cajas [Boxes] (fig. 16). Her use of detritus from 
the streets was, in part, due to necessity, since she struggled to afford the high cost of oils and 
other conventional art materials in Paris. But her adoption of old cardboard boxes was also a 
response to French sculptural art based in the accretion of large, spent objects, most notably the 
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sculptures of César and Arman.64 With her Cajas, Minujín took care to preserve and even 
amplify the abject and entropic quality of her torn, stained, and deformed cartons. She stacked 
one box after another in a perfunctory manner to create a structure as impermanent as its building 
blocks. With barely any syntax, the resulting rickety agglomerations seemed almost incapable of 
resisting the downward pull of gravity and became nearly indistinguishable from trash heaps or 
the makeshift shelters of the homeless from whom Minujín often purchased her boxes.65 This 
link to the homeless loaded her informalist art’s performance of a fragile human condition with a 
poignant, even troubling, authenticity. Significantly, Minujín’s turn to vagrants foreshadowed 
her later interest in disrupting the status quo by bringing Others into privileged art spaces.  
An attack on lasting order was also conveyed through these sculptures’ partially shattered 
cardboard cubes, which were reminiscent of cubist fragmentation—another spatial construction 
that, similarly to Minujín’s understanding of memory, runs against the rationality and centered 
omniscience of the Cartesian subject presupposed by the perspectival grid. The boxes used in the 
Cajas were unevenly slathered in black pyroxilin shellac, an industrial paint most commonly 
used for cars and machine parts (as narrated in her diaries, Minujín wandered all over Paris in 
search for this particular paint).66 Meant for sturdier supports, like metal, the pyroxilin shellac, 
once applied to cardboard, became immediately unstable and brittle, degenerating into a cracked 
and flaky surface. Once again, then, Minujín used paint to increase the vulnerability of the 
support. As with her informalist paintings, the haphazard application of lacquer enabled the 
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flaws of the cardboard boxes to stand out. Minujín, for instance, repeatedly blacked out much of 
the boxes’ sides but left their yellowing, half-torn labels untouched.67  
Fittingly, these bits of text often issued a warning—“Fragile”—which had once meant to 
protect a commodity but which now emphasized the precariousness of Minujín’s art as well as 
the instability of collective memory (fig. 17). Bearing partially marred labels for conspicuously 
absent objects, Minujín’s deteriorated and empty boxes exhibited nothing except their inability to 
organize cultural artifacts, symbols, or information into conceptual categories. Originally, the 
labels and brand logos had conjured clear mental images of carefully differentiated consumer 
items and parent corporations. Now, however, they were too damaged to register as anything but 
noise. If any label escaped this cacophony to evoke the identity of a specific product, its 
immediate juxtaposition with the gaping void of its box reinforced the sense of lost information 
and/or misidentification. Through their half-broken boxes and faulty grids, the Cajas alluded to 
encyclopedic displays of objects and information—whether the wunderkammer, periodic table, 
or taxidermic cubbies of laboratories and museums—only to better underline their failure as 
archives. As empty, mislabeled, and decrepit taxonomic bins, Minujín’s boxes evoked the 
blankness of the mind stumped before an unidentifiable entity, un-recallable concept, or 
unfathomable néan. Rather than making “historical information, often lost or displaced, 
physically present,” as the archival art theorized by Hal Foster, Minujín’s art resisted the 
restorative and mollifying archival impulse of much postwar art, preferring to make the loss of 
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historical anchor points disturbingly palpable, like a known yet unutterable word on the tip of 
one’s tongue.68 One critic writes that the Cajas are “indescribable works” painted in colors that 
“do not allow one to easily identify the material.”69 They form, she adds, “a totally new plastic 
language that cannot be identified with anything known.”70 Minujín herself was, consequently, 
“difficult to classify” as an artist.71 Predictably, the works were initially repudiated. “Nobody 
likes my colored boxes, but I will make them all the same,” Minujín writes in her diary at the 
start of 1962.72  
Furthermore, the Cajas’s missing or torn open sides turned emptiness itself into a key 
structural component. The eye inevitably “fell through” their gaping holes, thereby 
boomeranging the viewer’s attention back to the ordinary space of the room. But although one 
looked through rather than at these sculptures, their boxes were not ideated windows—that old 
metaphor for painting. The Cajas functioned more as frames for their surroundings, allowing 
Minujín to sustain the distinction between life and art in order to better operate somewhere in 
between the two—not unlike Rauschenberg’s White Paintings of 1951 or slightly later 
Combines. Though seemingly the near opposite of Minujín’s dark and decrepit works, the White 
Paintings are so pristine that they act as receptacles or screens for extra-artistic, real-time 
changes, ranging from the accumulation of dust to the projection of shadows (fig. 18). By 
assembling everyday objects and eluding conventional categories for art mediums, 
Rauschenberg’s Combines also create a tension between art and life (fig. 19). However, the 
Cajas’ visual loop back to the here and now of the room emphasized the work of art’s inability to 
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grant access to the kind of social memory articulated through the Combine’s nearly 
archaeological exposition of identifiable cultural artifacts.73 Their association with the clochards 
of Paris—nameless, marginalized individuals quickly forgotten by society and dropped from 
history—further amplified their status as anti-artifacts, conveying the sense that history is, like 
them, constituted of gaps, elisions, and asymmetries.   
In this way, Minujín’s sculptures also refrained from developing the type of temporal 
dialectic that, for instance, characterized the contemporaneous (and geographically close) 
Accumulations and Poubelles of Arman, whom Minujín had discovered while in Paris through 
the Galerie Iris Clert (fig. 20 and 21).74 As maintained by Jaimey Hamilton, by adopting the 
paradoxical position of the ethnographer-consumer, Arman mined the flea market for objects to 
categorize and accrue.75 Arman thus suggested the possibility of grasping and examining the 
present and the past through the act of choosing and collecting. To Benjamin Buchloh, the 
Accumulations even offer a glimpse into a cataclysmic future while doubling as “memory images 
of the first historical instances of industrialized death.”76 Minujín’s work, by contrast, confined 
the viewer’s attention to the instantaneity of the lived moment, restricting access to the past and 
even the present as a historical period (i.e., as the contemporary).  
Furthermore, the empty Cajas were the opposite of Arman’s vitrines replete with objects. 
To Minujín, these vitrines always enable Arman “to obtain a very pretty effect.”77 Her Cajas, 
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however, were not seductively transparent containers, amplifying the appeal of the commodity 
by coyly distancing it from consumers. Rather, they were the opaque, protective packaging 
concealing commodities. After products were purchased and brought home, this packaging was 
always immediately torn and discarded. Destined to become superfluous remainders, these 
unprepossessing and transitory boxes ceaselessly circulated on the periphery of the key centers 
of the consumer system (that is, in between the factory, the department store, and the consumer’s 
home) until reaching the dumpster. As such flotsam, the cardboard boxes used by Minujín were 
perhaps some of the most marginalized, transient, and forgettable objects within the cycle of 
production and consumption transforming postwar Europe thanks to the Marshall Plan.    
Composed with the residues of consumption, Minujín’s art avoided the fate of Arman’s 
artworks (already foreshadowed by their glossy vitrines): the Cajas resisted their transformation 
into commodities or aestheticized art objects to be bought, sold, collected, and preserved. They 
never become part of what Minujín describes as “a world so terrifyingly based in 
accumulation.”78 As a matter of fact, few were sold, while museums, galleries, and unpaid 
storage companies, mistaking Minujín’s sculptures for worthless trash, destroyed them. A few 
more fell apart in transit and, perhaps because of their innate decrepitude, were never repaired. 
As the underside of the commodity, these no longer extant works pointed not just to a growing 
awareness of the mass production of waste in a capitalist society but also suggested, through 
their almost immediate expiration, the planned obsolescence of the brand-new consumer product 
their boxes once contained. Such planned obsolescence became a fundamental aspect of 
Minujín’s oeuvre, including this series of sculptures, whose surviving remainders were 
																																																								




incinerated barely a year later during Minujín’s first happening, La destrucción [The 
Destruction].79  
By bringing these boxes—dead, uncanny doubles of new products —into the sphere of 
art, Minujín enacted a disruptive return of the repressed that fused Duchamp’s readymade—an 
anonymous, everyday product of industrial manufacture detached from subjectivity—with the 
object trouvé of the Surrealists, i.e., the outmoded object as a sign for a repressed desire (or, in 
this case, a repressed outcome of commodity desire). The result was a sculptural object that 
corrected the monumental singularity of the readymade through a multiplicity of spent objects 
truer to the logic of late capitalism while bringing the object trouvé’s gradually reached 
outmodedness up to speed with the postwar period’s accelerating cycles of consumption, 
obsolescence, and oublie. In this way, Minujín recuperated the strategies of the historical avant-
garde to frame the processes of consumer capitalism then plunging postwar Europe into a cycle 
of spectacular consumption and historical amnesia that, despite having its own unique historical 
causes, was not dissimilar from the one shaping (albeit, with a slight delay) post-Peronist 
Argentina.80 Halfway through her first stay in Paris, Minujín realizes, “Every time I am more of 
the Left and hate high society, the bourgeoisie and the comfortable life [el confort, i.e., the new, 
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The forms that Minujín had experimented with in Paris were further developed when she 
returned to Argentina in the fall of 1962. In September of that year, she presented an outgrowth 
of her Parisian Cajas for the group show El hombre antes del hombre. Exposicion de cosas [Man 
Before Man. Exhibition of Things], organized by the Galería Florida and sponsored by the MAM. 
The exhibition catalogue alludes to a problematic national denial that is putting “Argentine Man 
in crisis.”82 It begins by divulging that the exhibition is the outcome of a conversation between 
the director of the MAM and one particular artist: Minujín. “Something must be done,” Minujín 
had urged Squirru, “this environment needs to be shaken up a bit or a lot before it swallows us all 
in its grey indifference, its defeatism.”83 Although cautiously vague and smacking of the 
existentialism that was in vogue at the time, the rest of the catalogue’s main essay hints at the 
difficult situation that Minujín can no longer countenance:  
Death is installing itself in us in our evasion of our own being. We are dying because we 
refuse to be what we should be; we refuse to be what we are, to see ourselves as we are. 
We Argentines are paralyzed by fear, fear of ourselves. This terror, this paralyzing 
complex is in great part our cowardice before our responsibility to take on our past, to 
take on our past here and now. Argentina does not want to see its nakedness before the 
mirror.84  
 
Without making any specific references to political events, Squirru’s words describe Argentina’s 
tense relationship with its looming past and troubled present.  
Minujín’s contribution to the show—an untitled and intermedial work, which can be 
hung on the wall or placed directly on the floor—was less ambiguous than the catalogue. On a 
prominent canvas stretcher, Minujín had affixed convoluted piles of cardboard boxes but also 
new, found elements tied to her Argentine context: soiled hospital mattresses as well as rifles, 
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military caps, ammunition pouches, and soldiers’ boots (fig. 22). Focusing on these elements, 
one critic writes, “a breath of tragedy, inevitably allusive of unfortunate realities of our country 
and time, flows from these works despite their rigorous non-figuration.”85 Undeniably, the 
military paraphernalia referred to Argentina’s political situation, which had rapidly deteriorated 
during Minujín’s absence. After a coup earlier in 1962, José María Guido had assumed the 
presidency but had been unable to consolidate his executive power because of acute internal 
tensions caused by the military’s preponderance in the political sphere. 86 These, in turn, had led 
to the vertical division of the armed forces into two major factions, the Azules and Colorados, 
who could not agree on whether to allow the Peronist party back into Argentina’s political 
theater.87 During the last week of El hombre antes del hombre, hostilities between the Colorados 
and Azules approached full-on civil war.88 Fighting broke out in cities all over the country, blood 
was spilled, and the Air Force bombed a Colorado camp in San Antonio de Padua.89 This highly 
convulsed period of Argentina’s history was plagued by additional eruptions of violence until 
April of 1963.90  
Two months after El hombre antes del hombre, Galería Lirolay presented Minujín’s 
second solo show, A las órdenes, mi general! [At Your Orders, My General!], featuring an entire 
series of free-standing sculptures, which like her contribution to the Florida exhibition, employ 
boxes, military gear, and worn out mattresses (fig. 23 and 24). The sardonic exhibition title had 
two targets; aside from lampooning the military, it also implied that the art world itself had, like 
a good, tractable soldier, adopted a compliant and uncritical stance towards the country’s 
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sociopolitical situation. The titles of the displayed works—Contando votos [Vote Counting], 
Cementerio para el ejército  [Cemetery for the Army], or Todo correcto, capitán [All Correct, 
Captain]—were equally irreverent. “I was against the military on both sides,” Minujín reflects 
decades afterwards, “because they were, in reality, always against the people [el pueblo], that is, 
democracy.”91 Even in the second half of the sixties, newspapers continued to reference this 
moment in her career, describing the event as “a protest exhibition” by a “rebel.”92 
In the long lost or destroyed militarized Cajas, the painterly medium, often signified by 
the presence of canvas stretchers, disgorged itself of found objects; a true barrage of things 
spilled into the space of the viewer as if the frame of painting could no longer control, contain, or 
conceal the chaotic reality insinuated by the army gear. One critic comments that this 
combination of objects offered “a violent and pathetic spectacle that does not represent, describe, 
or symbolize a real being but rather acts upon us as a face disfigured by passions could.”93 The 
works—“bodies without a human silhouette”—were so gripping that the viewer, according to 
this critic, was tempted to “dialogue with them.”94 If Minujín here traded the apophasis of her 
previous informalist works for an explicit, even confrontational, statement regarding the 
Colorados and Azules infighting, it was because this conflict epitomized the past’s ability to 
rupture the present and confirmed the impossibility of maintaining the silence of the seven-year-
long deperonization campaign.  
Aside from metonymically referring to the Azules-Colorados infighting, the military 
equipment of these pieces also functioned as a synecdoche for the soldiers embroiled in the 
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conflict. Positioned at all sorts of inelegant angles, boots, guns, and caps were tangled or crushed 
into place. Such a disjunctive structure captured the destructive chaos of infighting, specifically 
the psychophysical condition of those caught in it. Minujín’s assemblages aimed to be mimetic 
of traumatic shock—of its effects on both the mind and body—and, in this way, articulated a 
completely jumbled and worn down collective subjectivity.  
Soldiers were, however, not the only ones affected by Argentina’s fratricidal climate. As 
a basic and familiar commodity, needed and used by all individuals, the used mattresses in these 
works were less a symbol for wounded soldiers than for all people—the universalized man 
central to the Galería Florida show. Scavenged from hospital dumpsters, they were encrusted 
with blood, feces, urine, and/or pus—stains that communicated human suffering.95 To the artist, 
mattresses had an intimate relationship to the body and to key events in a person’s existence. 
“Human beings spend three fourths of their lives on matresses. On mattresses, they are born, 
[they] sleep, suffer, love,” the artist pointed out to the press at the time.96 She valued them 
precisely because “they are a vital material and one that ages like us.”97 They were therefore 
metonymies for the mortal subjects who used them. Mattresses, Minujín specifies, are “the form 
of something dead that had been alive.”98 For this reason, her mattress works were, to her, 
superior to her first informalist paintings and reliefs. “The rigidity of my hard reliefs exasperated 
me,” she grouses. Indeed, they lacked the pronounced vulnerability and pathos of her expended 
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mattresses, which granted her sculptures an uncanny corporeality capable of intensifying the 
subtle anthropomorphic quality of her first informalist paintings. 99   
This aspect of Minujín’s mattress sculptures was not lost on its public. The prominent 
Argentine art critic and poet Aldo Pellegrini observes that the mattresses were “tortured” 
materials with “a strong vitality.”100 To the French critic Élie-Charles Flamand, Minujín’s 
mattresses were “symbols of suffering and death” that “reproduced [in the viewer] all of [their] 
affective ‘charge,’ which is intensive.”101 As implied by these responses, the mattresses’ 
disgusting indexical signs of ailing and suffering bodies immediately triggered a visceral, rather 
than optical or cerebral, response. Initially attracted to the pronounced haptic quality of soft 
materials, viewers approached these familiar objects only to then be immediately repulsed by 
their unusual surfaces, covered in imperfect layers of paint and traces of bodily excretions, which 
perhaps still harbored enough bacteria to spread infection. Since these blemishes were easily 
confused with or concealed by paint marks, nothing prepared viewers for this unsettling 
discovery. In a curious perversion of museum etiquette, it was the distant and untouchable art 
object which now suddenly encroached on the viewer’s space and not vice versa. By menacing 
the uncontaminated yet unprotected bodies of viewers with disease, pain, and even death, 
Minujín’s sculptures came to life as agents of contagion—a new type of “disagreeable object,” to 
borrow surrealist Alberto Giacometti’s term.102  
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Critics also commented on the threatening quality of these sculptures. Historian José-
Augusto França observes that, although the mattress sculptures seemed to offer a place of rest, 
these were actually “traps” and “objects of the most total incommodity” that checked or 
“repulse[d] our quotidian habits.”103 Noticing their underlying aggressiveness, Pellegrini warns 
that Minujín’s mattress sculptures “manifested a threat to the safety of the spectator and a desire 
to create a troubling, worrisome environment.”104 To Flamand, these anthropomorphic sculptures 
were the “mirrors of our angst.”105 “Minujín’s reliefs torment the viewer with their colors of 
mourning and blood,” he concludes.106 The artist herself had a nightmare at the time in which she 
went into labor and delivered one of her Cajas—a horrifying stillbirth.107 When photographed 
with her art, Minujín reinforced her sculptures’ torturous rapport to the body by entering them 
and contorting herself so that her head and arms emerged from their cavities (fig. 25). These 
awkward poses likened the sculptures to objects associated with entrapment and pain (e.g., 
medieval pillories, torture tables, or casts for broken limbs), explaining Pellegrini’s view of them 
as lugubrious “apparatus-dwellings.”108 And, indeed, Minujín’s diary entries describe in vivid 
detail the difficulty she experienced in sharing her humble abode with her art. The fumes from 
the pyroxilin triggered allergic reactions that swelled her eyes shut and blurred her vision. Her 
diary entries on the subject are marked by dread, “Cohabitating with painting is rough, especially 
because I do not know who will be transformed, I or it.”109  
																																																																																																																																																																																		
tendency to use familiar junk in a manner that secured intimacy and proximity, Minujín’s junk assemblages drew 
people in only to ultimately produce the opposite effect: shock and revulsion.  
103 José-Augusto França, “Toute boîte a son mystère,” Marta Minujín, Lourdes Castro, Alejandro Otero, exh. cat. 
(Paris: 1963), n.p. Archives of Museo de Arte Moderno, Buenos Aires. Folder 31, item 16.  
104 Pellegrini, “La Trayectoría de Marta Minujín,” 32. 
105 Flamand, Marta Minujín, Lourdes Castro, Alejandro Otero, exh. cat. (Paris: 1963), n.p. Archives of Museo de 
Arte Moderno, Buenos Aires. Folder 31, p. 16.  
106 Ibid. 
107 Minujín, Tres inviernos, 53. 
108 Pellegrini, “La Trayectoría de Marta Minujín,” 32. 




Unsurprisingly, Minujín’s sculptures made gallery visitors palpably aware of their 
condition as vulnerable, living organisms and denied them the sort of transcendental aesthetic 
experience or Friedian “presentness,” championed during the sixties in both Argentina and the 
United States.110 But the physicality of Minujín’s art was more than vile. It was distinctly jolting. 
In a poem penned for the catalogue of Minujín’s second solo exhibition at Galeria Lirolay, 
Squirru, who was, by 1962, a friend of the artist and an exponent of her art, celebrates this 
particular aspect of her work. “There is nothing casual about your boxes,” he writes, “their 
recipients will pale before them, as you push [these boxes] towards them with brutality.”111 As 
another critic of the day remarks with regards to these sculptures, “One cannot describe such a 
type of art: one receives a shock or turns around.”112  
Yet Minujín was dissatisfied with the shock effect produced by her sculptures. She 
observes in a 1963 letter to Parpagnoli, “people are horrified by the misery of my mattresses—so 
poor and mutilated—but people forget and heal very soon and do not learn more.”113 In the same 
letter, she then discusses her reaction to Mourir à Madrid, a 1963 French documentary film, 
directed by Frédéric Rossif. Though the Argentine government had labeled the film a threat to 
national security (due to its favorable depiction of communists) and subsequently banned it from 
theaters, Minujín describes the film as “extraordinary” for its account of the Spanish Civil 
War.114 Her leftist politics aside, it is not hard to imagine why the film resonated with her. 
Although far more protracted and costlier in human life, Spain’s civil war was reminiscent of 
Argentina’s own internecine conflict. But Minujín’s final words on Mourir à Madrid draw a 
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comparison between the film and her artistic goals that suggests yet another point of interest, “It 
[the Spanish Civil War] is and was a brutality and this [documentary] ‘remembers’ and still gives 
lessons so that it may be avoided—I tend towards the same thing [my emphasis].”115  
The parallel that Minujín here traces between film and her ambitions for her informalist 
assemblages is not unwarranted. Her informalist concerns with temporal processes of decay 
certainly aligned her work with time-based art forms such as film. More significantly, the 
invention of film, as argued by Walter Benjamin, ushered in “the age of the assembled 
[montierbar] artwork.” 116 Unlike classical sculptures created out of a single block of marble, 
film is “assembled from a very large number of images and image sequences.”117 The 
documentary more than any other type of movie turns the filmic medium’s cobbled condition as 
a structuring principle. Less linear and dependent on the explicatory and suturing power of 
montage than fictional films presenting fluid narratives and seamless imaginary worlds, 
documentaries operate according to collage’s “radical juxtaposition” of disparate materials—
interviews, photographs, maps, recreated scenes, original film footage, etc.—a logic, which also 
informs happenings, as famously maintained by Susan Sontag.118 The composite nature of 
documentaries sacrifices the illusion of space/time continuity in favor of the exposition of an 
interpretation of history. Often told through an omniscient narrator, it is this text, more than the 
sequencing of images, that creates a unified diegetic arch, as seen in Mourir à Madrid. For these 
reasons, documentary film, as Caroline Jones argues, cannot use identification with the film’s 
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(historical) characters as a primary mode for constructing the viewing subject. It is thus 
significantly “less totalizing in its effects” than a standard Hollywood film.119  
Minujín’s comments on Mourir à Madrid reveal that she was thinking about film’s 
potential to be more than an exploitable and pacifying form of entertainment. She perceived that 
film’s barrage of rapidly changing images and sounds produced a far more powerful and lasting 
shock effect than her static sculptures. “Cinema in the sixties could be so disconcerting. Now, 
movies are no longer this way. But before, you left the movie theater not knowing what had hit 
you. It was a sort of cine-happening.”120 Looking back on her happenings and performances, she 
states, “Yes, for me they [films] were the most important influence—Fellini, Visconti, Bergman, 
La Nouvelle Vague, Polansky, Mekas.”121 Her favorable view of the shock yielded by film 
approaches Benjamin’s notion that film can substitute a state of contemplative immersion with a 
productive, positive state of distraction (Zerstreuung) in which the viewer’s train of thought is 
always interrupted by new stimuli. Rather than entering the work of art’s fictional world as is 
customary, viewers “absorb the work of art into themselves” and reach a state of “heightened 
attention.”122 This distracted absorption is not a conscious, optical, or cognitive process of 
inculcation but a bodily and subliminal process that can gradually rework the behavior and 
impulses of a mass public. Benjamin describes it as a “tactile reception” that “comes about not so 
much by way of attention as by way of habit.”123 “Even the distracted person can form habits,” 
he insists. Consequently, film, under the right circumstances, is less a site of bewitching illusions 
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than a “space for play” in which people can finally become mobilized as a collective cognizant 
of “a vast and unsuspected field of action [Spielraum].”124  
To Benjamin, film has a supplementary relationship to human vision and, by extension, 
to consciousness, leading him to liken the camera to psychoanalysis and to see it as a tool that 
could more intensely interpenetrate reality and even pry open an “optical unconscious.”125 
Minujín was not concerned with such an optical unconscious, but she had a Benjaminian interest 
in film’s effects on a collective unconscious. Citing the dreams, fantasies and laughter produced 
by Disney films and Charlie Chaplin comedies, Benjamin argues that film can cause a 
“therapeutic release of unconscious energies” or a sort of “psychic immunization against…mass 
psychoses.”126 Less interested in the palliative than innervating effects of film, Minujín, by 
contrast, focused on film’s ability to “remember,” to use a shock effect to recover forgotten 
historical events with the force of the return of the repressed—a tactility and affective potency 
which disallows “people [to] forget and heal very soon and . . . not learn more.” In this respect, 
film, though the chief manifestation of technological reproduction, carries within it the means 
through which to mitigate one key consequence of technological reproduction’s erosion of aura: 
the erasure of the work of art’s “historical testimony.”127 
Minujín’s intention to confront history through the pursuit of an exorcizing shock effect 
comparable to film’s became apparent as early as 1962, when she completely broke out of the 
traditional mediums of painting and sculpture. For the opening of her second solo exhibition of 
informalist sculptures at the Galeria Lirolay in November of that year, Minujín supplemented her 
informalist sculptures with a disquieting performance—a happening avant la lettre, according to 
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her.128 She recruited eighty military draftees, who conducted different military marches and drills 
throughout the gallery’s space. Although critics at the time perceived this as a brazen publicity 
stunt, Minujín’s so-called proto-happening did not really provide the kind of entertainment 
capable of luring crowds. On the contrary, it violently shattered visitors’ sense of safety. By 
turning the allusion of the sculptures’ military equipment into a reality, the marching soldiers 
served as an intimidating reminder of the turmoil raging in the streets. No longer content with 
just transferring walls, Minujín was now relocating a national conflict to the realm of art, 
rupturing the latter’s insularity. (This dramatic collapse of public space and exclusive art venue 
is apparent to a lesser degree in her informalist canvases, whose surfaces, recalling decrepit 
urban structures, contrast dramatically with the seemingly immutable pristineness of the gallery 
walls supporting them. The larger paintings threaten to simply overpower the walls of the 
archetypal white cube, while the smaller ones blemish them like proliferating pockmarks or 
stains. One such work is, in fact, titled Mancha [Stain] (fig. 26). Despite their flatness and 
conventional confinement to the wall, Minujín’s informalist paintings therefore heighten 
viewers’ awareness of real space both in and outside of the gallery.)  
Significantly, those in attendance could not immediately ascertain if the marching 
soldiers were a real military intervention or simply a new kind of art. The spatial disorientation 
and muddling of fact and fiction resulting from the opening’s performance effectively redoubled 
the audience’s traumatic experience of the military schism. Although not a parody, Minujín’s 
reenactment of military marches paradoxically sapped the armed forces of their formidability. 
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Soldiers were ultimately revealed as the mere puppets of the artist. At the same time, however, 
the performance exacerbated precisely what made the military so terrifying and politically 
problematic: its susceptibility to being controlled by anyone (even an ingénue of the art world) 
or, as was the case at the time, by multiple, opposing leaders. The performance, then, did not 
inure gallery visitors to the trauma of military infighting by merely repeating or re-presenting a 
troubling scene occurring nationwide. Rather than offering the opportunity to master traumatic 
experience through repetition, the performance exposed the military’s alarming structural 
problems and political arbitrariness, thus producing its own second order of shock. Nothing 
could have been more troubling to the still male-dominated art world of Buenos Aires than the 
unprecedented case of a relatively unknown, twenty-one year old woman—a “Joan of Arc” filled 
with the “bravery of a primordial female,” as Squirru puts it—seizing command of a menacing 
troop of soldiers with the intention of disrupting the nearly sacrosanct autonomy and decorum of 
the art realm.129 The performance demanded not only the recognition of a collective trauma (one 
that it did not hesitate to exacerbate) but also insisted on recoding the space of art as another 
battleground in which the actual conditions of public experience could be examined.  
Predictably, the performance caused an uproar with the backlash culminating in the 
termination of Squirru as the director of the MAM. In the catalogue for the exhibition, Squirru 
anticipates that Minujín’s exhibition will not receive critical praise from the intellectual elite but 
insists that it will obtain a different kind of support. Minujín, he predicts, will be “accompanied 
in a tango” by “the voice of the people in Luna Park.”130 Luna Park, as any porteño knew at the 
time, is a concert venue and historical landmark with potent ties to Peronism, since Perón had 
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met Eva Duarte there.131 The location was so potently associated with the Peronist pueblo that 
Introducción a la esperanza [Introduction to Hope], Luis Felipe Noé’s iconic1963 painting of a 
popular uprising, features its name prominently within one of its protest signs.132 Squirru’s text 
thus gets to the heart of the matter. Thanks to its humble and universally recognizable materials 
as well as its intention to interpenetrate the streets with the space of art, Minujín’s art disgruntled 
the art world’s liberal and firmly anti-peronist elites, since it evoked the penurious and violent 
everyday reality of the (overwhelmingly Peronist) underclasses, the type of mass audience who 
listened to popular tangos and gathered at large entertainment venues such as Luna Park.  
As Giunta stresses, Buenos Aires’s artistic field in the early 1960s was an “anti-Peronist 
block” that did not experience much internal conflict over political questions. Divisions were 
instead the result of “the confrontation of modernizing versus traditional sectors.”133 While 
Minujín’s art was certainly not palatable to traditional sectors, its insistent underlining of 
political problems linked to Peronism irked the conservative and modernizing factions of the art 
world alike. It is important to recall that the Revolución Libertadora represented a true “class 
revenge;” the anti-peronist elites who came into power effectuated a rappel a l’ordre that 
reversed the socioeconomic gains made by the working classes under Peronism.134 The period 
following the coup was consequently rife with class tensions. Yet the art world was largely 
indifferent to the working class’s plight under the anti-peronist regimes following the Revolución 
Libertadora, for the departure of Perón had enabled Argentina’s cultural sectors to escape 
censorship and regain contact with the rest of the world. By bringing symbols of political conflict 
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back into the walls of the gallery, Minujín’s art shattered the false sense of harmony that was the 
result of the art world’s political homogeneity and brought class issues to the surface. Through 
his poem’s brazen allusion to Peronism and the Peronist masses, Squirru points to the elephant in 
the room: that the government and the art world’s repression of Argentina’s recent history went 




Accounts of Argentine art rarely acknowledge Minujín’s controversial 1962 performance 
with marching soldiers as one of Argentina’s first artistic efforts based in action and the body. 
Most offer Alberto Greco’s Vivo-ditos as a point of origin for performance art, even though 
Greco invented the Vivo-ditos in Paris in 1962—the very same year as Minujín’s scandalous 
performance piece—and did not perform them in Argentina until 1964.135 Ana Longoni goes so 
far as to propose Oscar Masotta’s political actions in the second half of the 1950s136 as the 
inception of Argentine performance.137 Longoni footnotes her admission that Masotta’s 
rebellious distribution of images of Perón and Evita in an anti-Peronist bar had a dubious artistic 
status—a quality, which she then ascribes to the rest of Argentine performance art, thereby 
conflating the politically motivated performance art of the 1960s with Masotta’s faintly 
aestheticized political actions. In the 1950s, Masotta did not consider himself to be an artist (he 
did not claim to be one until 1965-66) and carried out his dissident political act in the company 
																																																								
135 Starting in 1954 in Paris, Greco begins signing found objects and entire locations. In 1961, he claims to have 
signed the entire city of Buenos Aires, thereby designating it a work of art. His interest in “Arte Vivo” or live art did 
not fully crystallize as the Vivo-ditos until he is back in Paris in 1962. It is at this time that he writes his first Vivo-
dito manifesto. Traveling through Europe, Greco does not return to Argentina until 1964, at which point he performs 
Mi Madrid Querido, his first Vivo-dito in Argentina.  
136 Longoni does not give a specific date for Masotta’s political protest.  
137 See Longoni, “Action Art in Argentina from 1960: The Body (Ex)posed” in Arte [No Es] Vida: Actions by 




of two other non-artists, the writers Juan José Sebreli and Carlos Correas of Contorno magazine. 
As acknowledged by Longoni, Masotta labeled his anemic dissenting gesture as “Art” only 
retroactively when he suggested it to Longoni as the birth of Argentine performance art. To 
therefore choose Masotta’s political micro-protest as the genesis of Argentine performance is to 
veer into mystification, as curiously suggested by Longoni herself. She describes Masotta’s 
anecdote of this obscure gesture as “a foundational myth,” one that she seems to be actively 
erecting rather than deconstructing.  
Minujín’s performance piece at Lirolay offers a more likely starting point, one that 
initiates a trajectory for Argentine performative art that differs from and yet parallels the North 
American one. In the context of the United States, the possibility of an art based in action 
surfaced with various responses to Abstract Expressionism, including the assemblages of 
Rauschenberg and the environments of Allan Kaprow.138 Via John Cage’s ideas on chance as an 
anti-compositional device, Kaprow pushed his environments into settings for the partially 
aleatory performances known as happenings. “From the assemblage to the whole room or 
‘environment’ is only one further step,” Sontag explains, “The final step, the Happening, simply 
puts people into the environment and sets it in motion.”139 In recent years, however, Judith 
Rodenbeck has nuanced this account of the happening’s origination in painting by pointing to the 
art form’s heretofore unrecognized dialectical relationship to theater.140  
In Argentina, by contrast, Minujín informalist assemblages were so dramatically open to 
temporal processes and preoccupied with creating a rapport with the bodies of viewers that the 
																																																								
138 See William Kaizen, “Allan Kaprow and the Spread of Painting,” Grey Room 13 (Autumn 2003): 80-107. Robert 
Haywood also sheds light on Kaprow’s first painterly environments for the Hansa Gallery in 1957. Haywood, Allan 
Kaprow and Claes Oldenburg: Art, Happenings, and Cultural Politics (New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 
2017), 20-21.  
139 Sontag, 269. 
140 Judith Rodenbeck, Radical Prototypes: Allan Kaprow and the Invention of Happenings (Cambridge, MA: The 




move to performance occurred without a transitional phase through environments. Shifts in 
contemporary art, which coincided with these aspects of her informalist works, accelerated this 
change. Reflecting on what she had seen in Paris, Minujín writes in March of 1962:  
There are almost no informalists left. . . . They [artists and critics in Paris] are tired, bored  
of Informalismo. . . . The Object—I see that above all it is the moment of the object. 
There exists a necessity to get out of the canvas and place oneself in space, in all the 
possibilities of painting and sculpture. Perhaps because of this my things [the Cajas] were 
received so well in Paris. I arrived at a moment in which one is starting to get out of 
painting to venture in a space that is more alive, more real.141  [My emphasis] 
 
Her rapid transition into the real and live space of performance was also a response to the 
pressure that spectacle culture was exerting on traditional artistic mediums—a phenomenon 
made clear by her response to Mourir à Madrid and many remarks regarding the death of static 
easel painting in a dynamic Information Age. Film and, more broadly, the spectacle of a mass 
media culture constituted the ground on which Minujín developed her performative practice. 
(She even describes her later environments as “events combining painting, sculpture, and 
cinema.”142) Consequently, her first performative works had a negative critical relationship not to 
the epiphanic practices of theater, as was the case in the U.S., but to film, which they doubled or 
mimicked only to better repress as a source—a process Rodenbeck terms doublage in her 
discussion of U.S. happenings.143 Minujín’s Argentine happenings, from her very first in 1964 to 
some of her last such as Buenos Aires, hoy ya! (Filmpenning) [Buenos Aires, Now Today! 
(Filmpenning)] in 1971, deliberately incorporated film or replicated its effects and iconography.   
Returning to Minujín’s first performance at Lirolay, one can see how the piece used the 
soldiers’ clamorous and rapid exercises in an effort to match the shocking immediacy of film’s 
																																																								
141 Minujín’s letter to Hugo Parpagnoli. March 22, 1962. Archives of the Museo de Arte Moderno, Buenos Aires, 
Folder 31, p. 23.   
142 “Cosas de 1966.” F.C.U. Marta Minujín Archives. Press Folder 1960s.  




sound effects and visual speed sans film. But this performance’s relationship to film was even 
more complex. In contradistinction to Hollywood movies but similarly to documentary films, 
Minujín eschewed all pretense and did not script the performance of the soldiers, who, instead of 
acting, simply repeated their habitual drills. The rejection of role-playing also became a central 
tenet of Minujín’s later happenings, similarly to those of the U.S. Yet Minujín’s performance 
piece did not quite align with North American happenings’ rejection of acting in favor of freely 
undertaken everyday actions. In reality, the soldiers’ actions, although not choreographed by 
Minujín, were evidently highly coordinated drills resulting from professional inculcation.  
The significance of the soldier’s mundane, non-scripted, and yet utterly inauthentic, 
mechanical actions can be better understood by way of Benjamin’s writings on film actors. 
According to Benjamin, the charismatic actor’s performance in films is a “test performance of 
the highest order,” which turns the ability to take a mechanized test before an apparatus and team 
of intervening experts into a test in and of itself.144 By performing his role so consciously and 
publicly, the actor “preserves [his or her] humanity in the face of the apparatus,” something 
which workers of any other type cannot do in their own occupations. Crucially, the actor takes 
“revenge on [the workers’] behalf not only by asserting his humanity (or what appears to them as 
such) against the apparatus, but by placing that apparatus in the service of his triumph.”145 
Unfortunately, while the actor’s self-alienation has a potentially revolutionary use (since it can 
innervate the working public as a political force), it becomes under the capitalist exploitation of 
film quite reactionary and devolves into the twin cults of the movie star and a captivated 
audience.146 The cult of audience, Benjamin concludes, is particularly pernicious, for it 
																																																								
144 Benjamin, “The Work of Art in the Age of Its Technological Reproducibility,” 111. 
145 Ibid. 
146 When Benjamin wrote of film’s ability to reveal the repressed revolutionary potential of unconsciously acquired 




“reinforces the corruption by which fascism is seeking to supplant the class consciousness of the 
masses.”147  
The soldier in Minujín’s 1962 performance was the antipode of the film actor Benjamin 
describes. Trained to perform a mechanized test before a martial apparatus encompassing a 
hierarchy of intervening experts (drill sergeants and other military superiors), the private was, as 
suggested by his quasi-robotic, synchronized movements, a weaponized entity with little free 
will and individuality. Rather than offering an actor who has affirmed his humanity and placed 
the apparatus at his service, Minujín’s performance presented its bleak opposite: the human 
being who serves a capitalist-military apparatus by abstracting his humanity to the point of 
making his death tolerable, even mandatory. Minujín’s marching soldiers thus undercut the 
escapism of film’s cult of audience. They checked the pleasurable and cathartic process of 
identification by which the movie star’s performance is usually instrumentalized as a sort of 
release for the psychic energies of an exploited and disgruntled mass of working citizens. If the 
audience is the movie star’s mirror, as Benjamin notes, then the soldiers in Minujín’s 
performance reflected a generalized condition of instrumentalization and impotence. In this 
manner, the piece nurtured the historical consciousness that is otherwise a casualty of most 
spectacles.148 
																																																																																																																																																																																		
was referring to early silent film, not synchronized sound film. (See Walter Benjamin, “The Work of Art,” 236). The 
latter, as argued by Jonathan Crary, enforces a new kind of attention with “a more commanding authority over the 
observer” and is integral to the advent and organization of spectacle society. (See Crary, “Spectacle, Attention, 
Counter-Memory” in Guy Debord and the Situationist International: Texts and Documents, ed. Tom McDonough 
(Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 2002), 458). By the 1960s, the loss of early film’s ambiguous character (as a new 
technology that could be used in a revolutionary or reactionary manner) is evident. Consequently, Minujín does not 
simply create films at this point in time, preferring instead to recreate through performance the revelatory potential 
of early film, as articulated in Benjamin’s theory of distraction.  
147 Benjamin, “The Work of Art in the Age of Its Technological Reproducibility,” 113. 
148 The performance also checked the development of the cult of the star by presenting not a lone, heroic soldier but 
eighty—an awesome number suggesting that in the age of technological reproducibility even human beings, whether 




Minujín’s piece at Lirolay was not the only type of performance art with a dialectical 
relationship to the manifestations of spectacle. Though Greco lacked Minujín’s interest in the 
sociopolitical realities of Argentina, his contemporaneous Vivo-ditos were also informed by film. 
For these performances, Greco selected a subject, object, or location found in the urban 
environment and, using a piece of chalk, framed and signed his chosen targets. The Vivo-dito 
gesture thereby replicated the logic of film, i.e., the camera’s selection and framing of a slice of 
reality as an image. Meaning “living finger” in Italian, the Vivo-ditos emphasized the 
indexicality and “liveness” that these artistic gestures shared with the camera, which, like a 
finger, points at a living subject caught in action. Tellingly, the circular frames enclosing Greco’s 
selected subjects evoked through their shape not the rectangular frame of painting but the lens of 
the camera (fig. 27). Greco himself traced the beginnings of the Vivo-ditos to when he was 
filming in Paris in 1954 along with Penalba Lerchundi. He explains in his “Vivo-dito Manifesto,” 
written in 1962, that this new art form is “Totally in accord with cinema, reportage … as a living 
document.”149 In his “Grand Vivo-dito Anti-Manifesto Manifesto Scroll,” Greco even declares 
that he wants to realize “the total adventure of a spectacle” through his art.150  
While Informalismo was dismissed as insipid and derivative—Greco himself gripes that 
what takes root in South America is “the worst of informalismo: decorative, easy, that which 
cannot be seen a second time”—Minujín’s informalist experiments raised an increasingly 
explicit and incisive analysis of their local context that was generally lacking in this movement 
and its immediate outgrowths.151 The artist’s move out of informalist sculpture into performance 
																																																								
149 Alberto Greco, “Vivo-dito Manifesto,” in Listen, Here, Now!, 38. 
150 Film was so central to Greco’s artistic experiment of the early 1960s that the artist’s succinct suicide note 
consisted of nothing but the words conventionally shown at the conclusion of films: “The End.” 
151 Cited in Giunta, 89. An important exception was Nueva Figuración or, more specifically, Antonio Berni’s 
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due to her awareness of film and other material instances of spectacle sets an important 
precedent in her oeuvre but also signaled that much action-based art in Argentina would grapple 
with the effects of film and other mass forms of entertainment and communication. Even the 
postmodern troubling of fact and fiction produced by Minujín’s marching soldiers became a 
recurring feature of later important performative works in Argentina, such as Oscar Bony’s La 
familia obrera [The Worker Family]. Overall, the timeliness of Minujín’s informalist art cannot 
be underestimated, for, as so many Argentinean intellectuals began to recognize at the start of the 
sixties, the historical unearthing and reconsideration of Peronism was a critical first step in the 
rehabilitation of the Left in the country.152 
 
																																																																																																																																																																																		
beautiful—a sublimatory impulse that could be seen as a hangover from Informalismo. In an attempt to reconnect 
Arte Destructivo to its immediate context in Buenos Aires, Giunta suggests that Arte Destructivo’s “urban 
archaeology”—that is, its placement of mutilated, vulgar objects (mostly taken from a run-down amusement park) 
into the space of high art—hints at class tensions caused by troubling economic changes occurring then in Buenos 
Aires. However, none of the documents released by the Arte Destructivo group acknowledg this connection between 
their art and the struggles of the lower classes. But even if Giunta’s claim is taken as valid, Minujín’s critique still 
seems to surpass the scope of Arte Destructivo’s rather simplistic juxtaposition of high and low, for Minujín’s art 
explicitly links class struggle to Argentina’s political crisis, while indicting the art world’s passive position towards 
it. In fact, Pellegrini’s catalog text for Arte Destructivo, along with Kemble’s statements, make clear that Arte 
Destructivo is less a response to local socioeconomic problems than to a global Cold War climate, specifically, the 
threat of nuclear annihilation. “Arte Destructivo,” explains López Anaya, who is part of this group, “took shape in 
the middle of a particular international social and cultural reality, a product of the Cold War.” See López Anaya, 98. 
Also see Kenneth Kemble, “Destructive Art,” Listen, Here, Now, 30, and Pellegrini, “Foundation for an Aesthetic of 
Destruction,” Listen, Here, Now, 32.   
152 For more on the Argentinean intelligentsia’s rereading of Peronism in an attempt to change the politics of the left 





Chapter Two: Eros and Thanatos in Paris 
 
“Everything which had not become irremediably meaningless revolved—and still revolves—
around two poles: Eros and Thanatos.”—Jean-Jacques Lebel1 
 
In 1967, the French artist Jean-Jacques Lebel visited Buenos Aires and published El 
happening, the Spanish version of his 1966 book Le Happening. Cognizant of his new Latin 
American readers, Lebel slightly modified the original French text to acknowledge, even if 
briefly, the Argentine artists he associated with the development of happenings in the region. He 
writes, “The work of Marta Minujín, of Graciela Martínez, and of their friends in Buenos Aires 
has awakened an interest throughout the various maquis of Paris, New York, and Tokyo that is 
greater than the interest sparked by official art.”2 Hyperbolic yet highly selective, this 
approbatory statement deliberately and predictably showcases Marta Minujín, an acclaimed 
pioneer and prolific creator of happenings in Argentina, whom the French artist had known for 
years. Lebel’s indifference to a string of notable Argentine artists working within this genre is, 
however, striking, especially given the contemporaneous experimental activities of prominent 
happenistas, namely Oscar Masotta and his affiliates belonging to the artist collective Arte de 
Los Medios de Comunicación de Masas [Art of the Mass Communication Media].3 
																																																								
1 Jean-Jacques Lebel, “On the Necessity of Violation” in Happenings and Other Acts, ed. Mariellen R. Sandford 
(London: Routledge, 1995), 272.  
2 Jean-Jacques Lebel, El happening, trans. Enrique Molina (Buenos Aires: Ediciones Nueva Visión, 1967), 22-23. 
Graciela Martínez experimented with dance by incorporating everyday movements into her choreography, as seen in 
her piece Juguemos a la bañadera [Let’s Play in the Bathtub]. She gained prominence in the mid-1960s by 
performing a series of dances for the 1964 exhibition New Art of Argentina, organized by the Institute Torcuato Di 
Tella and the Walker Art Center of Minneapolis. By 1970, she and other dancers, such as Ana Kamiens and Marilú 
Marini, developed “dance theatre” in Argentina. As with the piece Dance Bouquet, Martínez often collaborated with 
Marini, who was herself involved with happenings (Marini, for instance, participated in Minujín’s recreation of 
Prune Flat). Because of her friendships and interest in everyday action, Martínez was often part of the entourage 
present at happenings. While Lebel does not describe any aspect of Martínez’s work, it is likely that he witnessed 
one of her dances incorporating mundane gestures while visiting Argentina. He had already met her in Paris through 
Pierre Restany in 1965.   
3 Lebel could have mentioned the following artists: Eduardo Costa, Roberto Jacoby, Oscar Bony, Marilú Marini, 




As if to counter Lebel’s snubbing, Masotta published that very same year his own book, 
Happenings.4 Subtly contrasting with the monolithic ring of El happening through its use of the 
plural in its title, Masotta’s anthology evokes comprehensiveness and quickly established itself 
as an indispensable tome on Argentine art based in action. Yet, as with Lebel’s remark, a narrow 
spotlighting also defines this text: Masotta examines the happenings realized only within 1966. 
The earlier works of art representing the onset of the art form—that is, much of Minujín’s 
oeuvre—were thus swiftly relegated to the proverbial dustbin. As made clear in the prologue of 
his book, Masotta’s main focus is the happening’s evolution into mass media art or “anti-
happenings,” an alternate designation stemming from his Hegelian view of avant-garde creation 
as a dialectical process based in negation.5 A stark dichotomy quickly crystallizes when Masotta 
declares, “while the Happening is an art of the immediate, the art of the mass media would be an 
art of mediations [his emphasis].”6 According to his logic on artistic progress, happenings that 
traffic in the immediacy of sensuous materials and live action are a “historically dated genre” 
firmly “belong[ing] to the past.”7 Mass media art, by contrast, is the future; its self-reflexive and 
quasi-sociological exploration of art’s dematerialization into information to be disseminated by 
vast communicational networks is a response to global technological shifts left seemingly 
unaddressed by happenings. Since then, scholarship on Argentine art of the sixties has 
perpetuated Masotta’s teleological opposition. In the touchstone anthology Listen, Here, Now!, 
for instance, the gist of Ana Longoni and Mario Mestman’s discussion of Argentine happenings 
																																																								
4 Masotta did not have a favorable opinion of Lebel or his happenings, which he openly deprecated. See Ana 
Longoni, “Oscar Masotta: vanguardia y revolución en los sesenta” in Revolución en el arte: pop-art, happenings, y 
arte de los medios en la década del sesenta (Barcelona: Edhasa, 2004), 60-63.    
5 Oscar Masotta, “Prologue to Happenings” in Listen, Here, Now!: Argentine Art of the 1960s: Writings of the 
Avant-Garde, ed. Inés Katzenstein (New York: The Museum of Modern Art,  2004), 183.  
6 Ibid., 181. 
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and mass media art is captured by the undiluted dualism and tidy linearity of their heading, 
“From the ‘Old Happenings’ to a New Genre.”8   
Curiously, rather than tracing the binary notion of “old happenings” to Masotta, Longoni 
and Mestman attribute it to Minujín, who uttered the phrase in 1966 during the television 
broadcast of A Three Country Happening, a transnational artwork enlisting through satellite 
transmissions the long-distance collaboration of Allan Kaprow and Wolf Vostell.9 In 
Happenings, Masotta himself buttresses his Manichean vision of happenings by referencing 
Minujín’s words in this piece.10 Neither Masotta nor Longoni and Mestman clarifies that what 
Minujín explicitly designates as passé are not the Argentine happenings of the early sixties, 
which include several of her own groundbreaking works, but the European and U.S. happenings 
of the late fifties as represented by Kaprow’s and Vostell’s respective contributions to A Three 
Country Happening. While seemingly minute, this distinction is crucial to our proper 
understanding of the critical stakes of several noteworthy Argentine happenings; for though 
Masotta’s book insists—with long lasting success—on positioning mass media art as the 
antithesis of all happenings and a breakthrough moment in 1966, Minujín’s first happenings in 
South America had mobilized mass media channels and proffered a critique of capitalist 
spectacle since the first half of the sixties. Stated differently, the long-accepted division between 
the cerebral mediations of mass media art and the naïve somatic immediacy of happenings is, if 
not untenable, far from neat.  
To better understand Minujín’s influential and sustained investigation of the mass 
media’s impact on art and society, we must turn to the moment of its inception in Paris on June 
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6, 1963, when Minujín orchestrated her first happening, La destrucción [The Destruction]. For 
this work, several artists residing in Paris, including Lebel, abetted Minujín in the incineration of 
her informalist sculptures (fig. 1 and fig. 2). If Minujín is the first and nearly single Argentine 
artist whom Lebel distinguishes by name in El happening, it is in large part thanks to his 
involvement in the unforgettable drama of this watershed—the only happening created solely by 
Minujín that ever unfolded before his eyes. Too early and distant to be considered by Masotta 
but too complex for Lebel to address in his aside in El happening, La destrucción has been 
relegated to an art historical no-mans land symptomatic of Minujín’s transnational lifestyle since 
the 1960s.  
A few art historians, however, have tendered quick readings of the work. In one of the 
first interpretations of La destrucción, Andrea Giunta draws a parallel between the role of the 
female models in Yves Klein’s Anthropométries and the French artists participating in Minujín’s 
piece.11 The aggressive objectification of subjects in happenings is a well-established fact, but 
Giunta interprets Minujín’s instrumentalization and commandeering of participants from a 
media-centric and postcolonial perspective: Minujín used the participation of French artists to 
vaunt, especially to a future Argentine public, her successful integration and manipulation (as a 
Latin American artist) of exclusive Parisian art circles.12 She thus turned her peers into mere 
“paintbrushes,” tools to be used as a means to an end pertaining to her self-validation, if not 
aggrandizement.13 La destrucción, Giunta concludes, served to corroborate that Minujín “had, in 
a sense, ‘swallowed’ all that she had seen and accomplished in that city [Paris] where she had 
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(Durham: Duke University Press, 2007), 150. 
12 Several critics, including Susan Sontag and Michael Kirby, identify this aspect of happenings early on. See 
Sontag, “Happenings: An Art of Radical Juxtaposition” in Against Interpretation: And other essays (New York: 
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gone for learning.”14 Because her informalist pieces “only had meaning insofar as they formed 
part of the learning process and assimilation of new ideas,” they could be destroyed and recycled 
as career-boosting news to be disseminated in Buenos Aires.15  
Similarly to Giunta, Catherine Spencer contends that La destrucción allowed Minujín to 
infiltrate and control a network of avant-garde artists, thereby symbolically reversing the 
longstanding center-periphery dynamic between Europe and Latin America.16 To Spencer, La 
destrucción was a proto-feminist and ambivalently existentialist exploration of “the role played 
by aggression and self-obliteration in social interaction.”17 Citing Simone de Beauvoir, she 
frames La destrucción’s objectification of participants as Minujín’s way of destabilizing the 
coherence of the self in order to reaffirm the female subject’s power to choose between 
objectification and transcendence.18 
Neither of these readings, however, delves into Minujín’s understanding of the neo-
avant-garde artists featured so prominently in her happening—a missed opportunity to ponder a 
genealogy for happenings that is not largely anchored in Abstract Expressionism. Nor do they 
examine Minujín’s treatment of participants in light of the aggressive participatory aesthetics and 
ritualism of happenings. Creating more of a contradiction than an explanation, Giunta’s 
characterization of Minujín’s “assimilation” and “swallowing” of European culture is, in 
addition, infused with a sense of passivity—a lack of critical agency—that is at odds with the 
artist’s daring manipulation of French artists. Rather than being nothing more than a 




16 Catherine Spencer, “Entrap, Engulf, Overwhelm: From Existentialism to Counterculture in the Work of Marta 
Minujín” in Sabotage Art: Politics and Iconoclasm in Contemporary Latin America, ed. Sophie Halart and Mara 
Polgovsky Ezcurra (London: I.B. Tauris, 2016), 22. 
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I argue, conjured through its reification of subjects and artistic creation the specter of the 
readymade—a paradigmatic invention of Modernism—to articulate a response to the art then 
circulating in Paris, that is, to intervene in narratives of modern art.19 Minujín’s alignment with 
Marcel Duchamp or, more specifically, her participation in the discourse of “art in general” 
initiated by Duchamp represents a critical interjection, whose subversiveness outstrips the 
dimension of self-sabotage explored by Spencer.20 In what follows, I consider La destrucción as 
an artistic statement with an enunciative function (or énoncé in philosopher Michel Foucault’s 
terminology) that operated in a discursive field so as to disrupt the interrelated concepts—
authorship, authenticity, ritualism, and immediacy—grounding the art of the Nouveaux Réalistes 
as well as the performative practices of Kaprow and Lebel.21  
This chapter also examines other works of art—a series of sculptures titled Los eróticos 
en technicolor [The Erotics in Technicolor]—that Minujín created at the same time as La 
destrucción. Though formally dissimilar, La destrucción and Los eróticos, when considered 
jointly, offer two distinct responses—one erotic, the other thanatic—to the French art Minujíns 
encounters in Paris. More specifically, they initiated two distinct but nevertheless related veins 
running through Minujín’s oeuvre. La destrucción marked the beginning of Minujín’s production 
of counterspectacular happenings (foreshadowed by her 1962 performance with soldiers at 
Galería Lirolay), which reflect and often exaggerate the capitalist cooptation and mediatization 
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of performative art forms. These later happenings, along with Minujín’s germane environments, 
La Menesunda and El Batacazo, subverted the immediacy and other key characteristic of 
happenings by embracing processes of mediation and distantiation first seen in La destrucción. 
Far more jocund in tone, Los eróticos, by contrast, attempted to rescue the utopian and populist 
potential of immediate, affective, and collective participation from both the impositions of 
disciplinarian institutions and the insidious and problematic visuality of spectacle culture 
plaguing Lebelian happenings and Nouveau Réalisme. In this respect, Los eróticos were 
important precursors to Minujín’s final 1968 environment in Argentina, Importación, which also 
built on the Los eróticos’s liberation of sexuality, openness to free play, and rejection of vision in 




In October of 1962, Minujín, who had already spent the previous winter in Paris, 
obtained from the French government a second scholarship to return to France for the purpose of 
studying the fine arts. Upon arriving in Paris in December of 1962, however, she decided against 
attending any classes, preferring to educate herself informally through conversations with locally 
established artists and numerous visits to museums, galleries, and studios. She frequented two 
different groups of artists in particular, the Nouveaux Réalistes and those creating happenings 
under the informal headship of Lebel. Through the latter, Minujín quickly became thoroughly 
acquainted with happenings. By early June of 1963, she was attending the various happenings 
and events (lectures, auditions, performances, etc.) of the Programme des Manifestations, 




happening L’En dehors and collaborated with Lebel in the orchestration of Le Coq, a happening 
in which she played a central role. She also became familiar with U.S. happenings through 
Lebel’s friendship with Kaprow, whose ideas were being avidly discussed in Paris due to his 
upcoming trip to the French capital later in the summer.  
Inspired by this dynamic milieu, Minujín staged La destrucción the same week as the 
Programme des Manifestations. She intended the piece to be the closing act of a small and short-
lived exhibition, which she mounted in her studio and opened to the public on May 30th.  The 
show featured the informalist works she had created over her previous winters in Paris as well as 
artworks by Venezuelan artist Alejandro Otero and Portuguese artist and poet Lourdes Castro.22 
A small catalogue, designed by Carlos Cruz-Diez and written primarily by Portuguese art critic 
and historian José-Augusto França, was also published for the occasion.23 The catalogue 
announces Minujín’s intention to destroy her art immediately after the exhibition’s closure but 
does not frame this event as a work of art or even mention it by name.  
Nevertheless, the catalogue’s abstruse essay provides an inkling of the artistic 
antecedents and concepts informing this exhibition and its grand finale. França’s turgid prose 
links the disparate oeuvres of Minujín, Castro, and Otero by underlining each artist’s recovery of 
“inert objects” with a “use-value to be replaced by a free value.”24 Rather than associating this 
reconfiguration of banal, utilitarian things to the psychologically charged objet trouvé of 
																																																								
22 Also present in the studio were some of Minujín’s “colchones falsos” (fake mattresses) or first colorful mattress 
sculptures of Los eróticos series, including a large penetrable one. These, however, are not to be confused with her 
condemned informalist sculptures, which also incorporated mattresses. Although the catalogue contains no 
photographs of the works by Castro and Otero, José-Augusto França gives us a sense of their appearance in the 
exhibition catalogue. Sourced from the flea market, and painted in bright primary colors, Castro’s small objects 
resembled toys or the pawns of games such as chess. Lacking what França considers the “great visual effects” of 
Otero’s most acclaimed geometric abstraction, the informalist works by the Venezuelan artist assembled old letters, 
colorful stamps, and fragments of discarded wooden furniture.  
23 The catalogue also includes a brief critical text by French surrealist poet Élie Charles Flamand as well as Ample 
Food for Stupid Thought No. 1, a work at the intersection of drawing, poetry, and conceptual art created by Robert 
Filliou, a French artist affiliated with Fluxus and the French happening scene.  
24 José-Augusto França, Marta Minujín, Lourdes Castro, Alejandro Otero, exh. cat. (Paris: 1963), n.p. Archives of 




Surrealism—a connection which seems all the more evident given Castro’s scavenging of flea 
markets—França relates it to its antithesis, the “recent anti-creation of the ‘readymades.’”25 
Considering each artist’s elaborate modifications of found objects, França’s elicitation of the 
anonymous and unlabored readymade is incongruous.26 The correspondence between all three 
artists unravels by the time the critic concludes with the following words, “What we do with 
dead things, what we do with them after [his emphasis]—the new life we give them, toy, absurd 
memory, a great nothing—could have been the theme of these expositions.”27 Perspicacious in 
the cases of Castro and Otero, França’s statement is illogical with respect to Minujín’s art. While 
Castro resurrected the found object as a playful, colorful sculpture and Otero infused it with a 
mnemonic valence that imbued its existence with nostalgia, Minujín’s precarious informalist 
assemblages of abject cardboard boxes and soiled mattresses hardly offered objects a “new life” 
(fig. 3).  On the contrary, Minujín’s sculptures were, indeed, “a great nothing,” emphasizing the 
mum vulnerability or planned obsolescence of meaningless consumer products—a nihilism 
culminating in La destrucción’s relegation of these works to the pyre. Of the works on display, it 
was therefore Minujín’s sculptures—only in light of their ultimate fate as provocations targeting 
artistic creation—that, arguably, most approximated the logic of the readymade. Ironically, 
França’s clumsy use of the readymade as a conceptual framework for the exhibition acquired 
relevance uniquely with regards to the artwork it did not name: La destrucción.  
To elucidate how this happening grappled with Duchamp’s legacy requires a detailed 
examination of its unfolding and a detour through the French art then in vogue. As with so many 
happenings, La destrucción’s incorporation of indeterminacy as an anti-compositional device 
																																																								
25 Ibid. 
26 Many readymades are assisted or aided, that is, modified by Duchamp. Yet, compared to the works in Minujín’s 
exhibition, these remain quite aesthetically indifferent.  
27 França, Marta Minujín, Lourdes Castro, Alejandro Otero. exh. cat. (Paris: 1963), n.p. Archives of Museo de Arte 




was tempered by its planned sequence of actions. Although around twenty people participated in 
the event, only seven—all artists—played a predetermined role in the central acts of the work. 
After being arranged in a row vaguely reminiscent of an assembly line, each artist was paired 
with one of Minujín’s informalist assemblages and given the instruction to “intervene” in his or 
her assigned piece (fig. 4).28 By “intervention,” Minujín meant that the artists had to employ their 
own idiosyncratic methods of creation to reproduce on her condemned pieces the particular look 
of their past art, thus fundamentally altering her work. Minujín later recounts:  
They all came to the studio and I told…Paul Gette, who was a performance artist, “you 
destroy this one with an axe, break it to bits.” I told Lourdes Castro, who worked 
exclusively with silver, to spray silver spray paint all over my work. I asked Christo to 
wrap me in one of my works.29 
 
The other interventions continued in this fashion as Minujín invigilated. The surrealist poet Elie 
Charles Flamand slipped on rubber gloves and used surgical instruments to conduct “surgery” on 
one of Minujín’s box-sculptures. The Pop artist Erik Beynon covered his assigned piece in cream 
bought at the supermarket, while the abstract expressionist Manolo Hernández poured paint in 
animated strokes all over his designated work. After their pieces were completed, a hooded 
executioner (Gette) axed the works to bits. Finally, Minujín released five hundred birds and one 
hundred rabbits. She sprayed fuel generously and, with a torch, set everything ablaze. Around the 
roaring flames, all danced to the beat of bongos, played by Lebel, before soon dissipating at the 
sound of fire truck sirens.  
To the small congregation of artists, critics, and poets participating in La destrucción, the 
sight of Minujín—a young, fair-haired woman, engaging in violent acts of destruction at the 
																																																								
28 The seven artists were: Lourdes Castro, Alejandro Otero, Erik Beynon, Christo, Elie Charles Flamand, Paul Gette, 
Manolo Hernandez. Other participants with a smaller role included Lebel, Pierre Restany, and Pommereulle.  
29 Jimena Ferreiro Pella, “Works” in Marta Minujín: Obras 1959-1989, exh. cat. (Buenos Aires: Museo de Arte 




Impasse Ronsin—almost certainly triggered a déjà vu. A similar figure, Niki de Saint Phalle, had 
attacked her own set of assemblages at the same cul-de-sac before much of this same audience 
just two years prior (fig. 5).30 For these performances, collectively known as the Tirs, de Saint 
Phalle usually covered cans of tomato sauce, pints of milk, pots of yogurt and other liquid-filled 
containers, including cans of paint, with plaster. She then affixed these agglomerations to 
canvases or frames and shot them until their colorful contents burst out—a cathartic artistic 
process, which ultimately cemented her status within Nouveau Réalisme.  
The Tirs were also some of the most impactful pieces of contemporary French art that 
Minujín encountered while in Paris during the winter of 1961.31 In her diary, she relates her 
astonishment upon visiting Galerie J, where she saw for the first time the art of the “incredible” 
Nouveaux Réalistes.32 “I thought I was audacious with my boxes,” she writes with a mixture of 
awe and self-doubt, but this group, she concedes, is even more so.33 “We [Greco and I] came out 
[of Galerie J] enraptured, promising to come back and show them our work. I will try to establish 
																																																								
30 De Saint Phalle’s first public Tirs were performed at Impasse Ronsin on February 12, 1961 and repeated at the 
same location on February 26 and June 26, 1961. Minujín could have performed La destrucción  in the courtyard 
near her apartment on the rue Delambre, where the exhibition had taken place. The more distant but well-known 
Impasse Ronsin, however, offered a more spacious, quiet, and symbolically loaded location. Aside from being the 
site of de Saint Phalle’s latest work, the dead-end was also affiliated with several important artists. It was, at the 
time, home to the studios of several Nouveaux Réalistes artists, including Yves Klein, Jean Tinguely, and de Saint-
Phalle and had also housed in the past the studios of Constantin Brancusi, Max Ernst, Larry Rivers, Les Lalanne and 
William Copley, among others. “Impasse Ronsin,” Paul Kasmin Gallery, (October 28, 2016-January 14, 2017). < 
https://www.kasmingallery.com/__data/45f9c39e93d19cba2f63cf45e17fc4ec.pdf> Accessed January 10, 2017.  
31 Minujín’s use of destruction in an artistic context had an Argentine precedent in the “Arte Destructivo” exhibition 
that taken place at the Galería Lirolay from November 10th to November 20th in 1961. However, having left Buenos 
Aires for Paris earlier that month, Minujín missed this show featuring broken everyday objects. Daniel Quiles notes 
that this exhibition “had not emphasized the act of destruction as Minujín did and certainly lacked her theatrical flair 
[his emphasis].” Daniel Quiles, “Burn Out My Potentiality: Destruction and Collectivity in Greco and Minujín” in 
Beginning with a Bang!: From Confrontation to Intimacy: An Exhibition of Argentine Contemporary Artists, 1960-
2007 exh. cat. (New York: Americas Society, 2007), 72. La destrucción  was, in fact, the inverse of Arte 
Destructivo. Rather than presenting destroyed readymades as art, Minujín destroyed art objects in order to 
reconfigure artistic creation as a sort of readymade process.    
32 Marta Minujín, Tres inviernos, 56. My translation. Minujín did not meet de Saint Phalle until October of 1963. 
However, she had established contact with the Nouveaux Réalistes sooner than that by meeting César, for instance, 
in March of 1962.  




relations with these guys soon,” Minujín decides.34 Revealingly, her diary entry describes only 
de Saint Phalle’s Tirs. Her letters to Hugo Parpagnoli, the director of the Museum of Modern Art 
in Buenos Aires, build on these initial observations. In spite of the Tirs’ performative dimension, 
Minujín focuses on the painterly qualities of de Saint Phalle’s recent art, writing “its is very well-
done and offers a visual image that is easy to observe and is very picturesque. . . . [It is] all very 
well assembled and composed as if it were a painting.”35 Indeed, though de Saint Phalle’s 
machine-mediated histrionics and resulting splatter of pigments sardonically repudiated the 
pathos of then dominant styles of painting, such as Art Informel or Abstract Expressionism, the 
Tirs were not wholly iconoclastic. They remained productive and within the tradition of painting 
and sculpture. As with the equally violent Colères of Arman or the fire paintings of Klein, the 
surprising outcome of de Saint Phalle’s damaging acts was always an everlasting work with an 
eye-catching, varicolored surface (fig. 6). The permanency and painterly aesthetic of de Saint 
Phalle’s Tirs allowed the resulting works to enter the art market easily.  
Their marketability was further enhanced by their immediate mediatization. Barely two 
months after the invention of the Tirs, Nouveau Réalisme’s homme d’orchestre, the critic Pierre 
Restany, introduced the group to a broad French public by televising de Saint Phalle’s 
unorthodox painting technique. The Tirs quickly became “a national phenomenon” that attracted 
global attention within a year,” as curator Sarah Wilson recounts.36 The upshot was evident at 
																																																								
34 Ibid. Minujín soon met this goal. “I met all the Nouveaux Réalistes,” Minujín recalls. Elsa García and Hemma 
Schmutz, “An Interview with Marta Minujín,” Vivências, ed. Sabine Breitwieser (Wien: Generali Foundation, 
2000), 230. 
35 Marta Minujín’s Letter to Hugo Parpagnoli. March, 22 1962, Archives of the Museo de Arte Moderno, Buenos 
Aires, Folder 31, p. 21-22. 
36 Sarah Wilson, “Tirs, Tears et Ricochets” in Niki de Saint Phalle, 1930-2002 exh. cat. (Paris: Réunion des musées 
nationaux-Grand Palais, 2014), 93, 96. Tirs were first broadcasted on French television’s midday news on April 21, 
1961. On April 25, 1961 the Tirs were featured once more on the ORTF show “En francais dans le texte,” hosted by 
Louis Pauwels, Jean Feller, and Jacques Mousseau. The Tirs were subsequently televised abroad in Sweden on May 
17, 1961 for the Moderna Museet. British Pathé also filmed the Tirs in July 1961. Likewise, the American press 




Galerie J’s 1961 exhibition Feu à volonté [Fire at Will], which, as announced on TV, displayed 
and sold only de Saint Phalle’s Tirs paintings. Installing within its walls a shooting arcade where 
visitors could mimic de Saint Phalle’s shooting rituals, Galerie J quickly attracted throngs of 
people seeking amusement and inclusion in the hype (fig. 7). Though conceived by de Saint 
Phalle as a quasi-mystical, deeply personal, and therapeutic performance, the Tirs degenerated 
into an unceremonious and spectacular marketing ploy with “a truly Hollywoodian dimension,” 
as Wilson attests.37 Anyone could create a Tir. “The buyer can also become a creator by 
shooting,” assured the omniscient narrator in one of the TV shows covering these works.38 
According to Catherine Gonnard, television’s sophomoric commentary and frequently humorous 
mise-en-scène of the Tirs “did not invite one to take her [de Saint Phalle] seriously.”39 By 1962, 
Wilson concludes, “The Tirs had ceased to be an experience and become a great spectacle.”40     
The media-driven, capitalist vulgarization of De Saint Phalle’s work quickly became 
representative of Nouveau Réalisme as a whole.41 Guy Debord, for instance, famously excoriated 
the movement’s embrace of corporate spectacle.42 However, Restany, a savvy promoter, who had 
preserved the impulses of his former profession as a press attaché, celebrated the “spectacular 
																																																																																																																																																																																		
featured in widely circulated television magazines and printed TV programs, such as Télé 7 Jours and Télérama. For 
more on de Saint Phalle’s media presence, see Catherine Gonnard’s “Niki de Saint Phalle, Figure de Proue de 
L’Avant-Garde à la Télévision” in Niki de Saint Phalle, 1930-2002, 111. 
37 Ibid., 95.  
38 Gonnard, 111.  
39 Ibid., 112. 
40 Wilson, 96. 
41 Cabañas argues that Restany’s writings on Nouveau Réalisme homogenized the differences between the group’s 
artists, masking their ambivalence regarding consumerism, spectacle, and technology. However, because of her 
close rapport with Restany, Minujín had an understanding of Nouveau Réalisme that was heavily influenced by his 
perspective and thus mostly blind to the nuances identified by Cabañas. For more on Restany and the Nouveaux 
Réalistes’ critique of the performativity of power’s expressions, see Cabañas, The Myth of Nouveau Réalisme: Art 
and the Performative in Postwar France (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2013), 29. 
42 Debord criticized Arman in particular. See Jaimey Hamilton’s “Arman’s System of Object,” Art Journal 67.1 
(Spring 2008): 54-67. Also see, Debord’s Society of the Spectacle (London: Rebel Press, 2005) and “The 
Situationists and the New Forms of Action in Politics on Art” in The Situationist International, 1957-1972: On a 
Passage of a Few People through a Rather Brief Moment in Time, ed. Elisabeth Sussman, (Cambridge, MA: MIT 
Press, 1989). Hal Foster later echoed Debord’s critique of these artists in “Who is Afraid of the Neo-Avant-Garde?” 




impact of [the Tirs] ritual,” which were “in keeping with the interactive euphoria marking the 
New Realist event-shows.”43 “All the New Realists,” he gushes with pride, “have had this innate 
sense of the spectacle, of communicative extroversion, of the ‘event.’”44 Repeatedly, the critic 
pushed de Saint Phalle but also Jean Tinguely, Mimmo Rotella, Raymond Hains, Arman, and 
Christo (also one of the seven intervening artists in La destrucción) to engage in “action-
performances” or public displays of art making at several events, including the 1961 and 1963 
Festival of Nouveau Réalisme. Restany insists that these action-performances sought to “provoke 
the direct, spontaneous participation of the public in the process of group communication.”45 Yet, 
as was the case with “Feu à volonté,” this sort of limited participation always doubled as a 
promotional tactic. As one of these action-performances, the Tirs, which opened the Festivals 
and many other Nouveaux Réalistes events, became in these situations “comparable to a ribbon 
one cuts at an inauguration,” Wilson observes.46  
Though the theatrics of the Tirs fueled a media whirlwind, which, in turn, eclipsed de 
Saint Phalle’s intent and voice, the spectacularity of the Tirs nevertheless emphasized the artist’s 
authorial connection to her art. It did not matter that the artist’s hand did not directly manipulate 
the materials employed. The drama of the bullet traveling from the shooter to its target instantly 
collapsed the distance between the two and allowed the Tirs to function as conventional works of 
art. Their meaning was, to cite Rosalind Krauss’s lucid summation of most art’s expressive relay, 
“lodged within a mesh of ideas and feelings held by the creator of the work, passed through the 
																																																								
43 Pierre Restany, “An Immense Oeuvre to Challenge the New Century” in Niki de Saint Phalle: Catalogue 
raisonné, 1949-2000: Paintings, Tirs, Assemblages, Reliefs (Lausanne: Acatos, 2001), 177. 
44 Pierre Restany, “The New Realism” in Art Since Mid-Century: The New Internationalism, vol. 2, trans. Lyon 
Benzimra et al. (Greenwich, CT: New York Graphic Society Ltd., 1971), 247. 
45 Ibid., 248.  




act of authorship in the work, and thereby transmitted to a viewer or reader of it.”47 It was 
precisely this “existentially assertive” aspect of de Saint Phalle’s art that Restany valued. He 
writes, “She [de Saint Phalle] unabashedly deals with the deep drives of her inner self, 
translating these directly into gestures and acts, forms and images.”48 The unmistakable 
eccentricity and unforgettable immoderation of the Tirs was, furthermore, germane to the 
intemperance of all Nouveaux Réalistes artists:  
...the absolutist side of the [Tirs’] gesture, [is] so close to the irretrievable and definitive 
extremism of the New Realism gesture of appropriation: [Klein’s] IKB saturation, Arman’s 
colères, César’s compressions, the décollages by the affichistes [Villeglé and Hains], the 
animation and self destruction of work in metal [by Tinguely], the trapping or wrapping of 
objects [by Christo].49  
 
Here, Restany delights in these artists’ idiosyncratic and easily summarized manipulations of 
everyday objects, in part because their “definitive extremism” facilitated the recognition and 
fetishizing of each artist’s authorship, like a brand or logo. “Actions of this sort,” Restany 
clarifies, “have never been gratuitous. They were invariably subject to the strict logic of the 
language proper to each protagonist.”50 The iconoclasm and nihilism present in so much of this 
art, whether de Saint Phalle’s, César’s or Tinguely’s, did not threaten the position of the author 
either. “Even when the end envisaged is self-destructive . . . they [these actions] retain the 
character of a technical verification . . . or a bringing into focus,” Restany avers.51  
To legitimize this new type of art, Restany, much like França, turned to Duchamp’s 
readymade and deployed his most florid belletristic maneuvers. The Tirs epitomized “the 
expressive intensity that the New Realists were seeking to impart to readymades, with an eye to 
																																																								
47 Rosalind Krauss, “Forms of Readymade: Duchamp and Brancusi” in Passages in Modern Sculpture (Cambridge, 
MA: MIT Press, 1977), 76. 
48 Restany, “An Immense Oeuvre to Challenge the New Century”, 179.  
49 Ibid.,177. 
50 Restany, “The New Realism,” 247. 




quantitatively expanding on Marcel Duchamp’s basic concept.”52 As Michèle Cone and Kaira 
Cabañas note, this recourse to Duchamp was fraught with contradictions and inconsistencies.53 
By employing mass produced objects in a manner that was always attributable to a specific 
author, the Nouveaux Réalistes enacted a neo-avant-gardist reversal of the negation of authorship 
that had been eventuated by the readymade’s radical aesthetic indifference and deceptive or 
derisory use of the artist’s signature (as seen in Fountain). As might be expected, when 
Duchamp was asked if he felt like a role model for this new generation of artists, he did not 
conceal his disdain:  
There is no glaring resemblance between what I have done and what they’re doing now. 
Furthermore, I did as few things as possible, which isn’t like the current attitude of 
making as many as you can, in order to make as much money as possible.54  
 
Not even the Nouveaux Réalistes were perfectly at ease with this fabricated lineage. “In those 




It is with respect to this dubious refashioning of the readymade’s anti-authorial import 
and the instrumentalization of performativity that La destrucción interrogated Nouveau 
Réalisme. “Duchamp was a genius and very important, of course. But my colleagues—what 
these French artists were doing—was what really interested me at the time of La destrucción,” 
																																																								
52 Restany, “An Immense Oeuvre to Challenge the New Century,” 178. 
53 Cabañas’s The Myth of Nouveau Réalisme, 8-9, 24. Michèle C. Cone’s “Pierre Restany and the Nouveaux 
Réalistes,” Yale French Studies 98, “The French Fifties” (2000): 50-65. 
54 Pierre Cabanne, Dialogues with Marcel Duchamp, trans. Ron Padgett (New York: De Capo, 1971), 95.  




Minujín explains in retrospect.56 In spite of her amicability with Restany, she disapproved at the 
time of “delirious painting, [and] spectacular gesture.”57 “Painting in fifteen minutes is nothing 
more than methods of propaganda and sales,” she gripes in her personal notes discussing “the 
informalist rage” and other antics of contemporary artists.58 These action-performances 
contrasted dramatically with the happenings she was attending. Happenings, as interpreted by 
Minujín, were “a new theater of collage that is also a representation of the creative process in 
action [my emphasis].”59 Accordingly, La destrucción adopted a self-aware, modernist stance, 
allegorizing artistic creation itself. In this fundamental respect, La destrucción paralleled the 
readymade, which, according to Thierry de Duve, is also an “allegorical appearance” centering 
on an artistic “practice that no longer was painting, but that was apropos of painting [his 
emphasis].”60    
La destrucción certainly conveyed Minujín’s view of the performative artistic practices 
she had encountered in Paris. Through its axing and burning, it took the obliteration of the Tirs to 
a parodic extreme, reversing its outcome.61 Only photographs survived Minujín’s attack, leaving 
nothing to be sold or collected. Soon afterwards, she expressed with almost impish glee, “No one 
could buy anything of mine, they could only observe, given that my works were destined for the 
																																																								
56 Interview with Marta Minujín. August 14, 2018. 
57 Marta Minujín, untitled notes, Fundación Espigas. Minujín Folder of Notes on Artworks; Untitled Tab. Note: 
Before its 2018 relocation and reorganization, the Fundacion Espigas had a folder of Minujín’s notes on different 
realized and unrealized projects that was organized chronologically and subdivided into artworks. Notes that could 
not be dated and seemed to be about no particular project by Minujín were placed under the untitled tab at the end.  
58 Ibid. In this passage, Minujín may have been referring to Nouveau Réalistes action-performances in general, de 
Saint Phalle’s 15-minutes long 1962 shooting piece The Construction of Boston, or, with less likelihood, to the work 
of Georges Mathieu. The latter painted the largest canvas of his career in twenty minutes while at the Theatre Sarah 
Bernhardt’s Night of Poetry in 1956. Mathieu’s theatrics were an inspiration to many Nouveaux Réalistes, including 
Yves Klein.  
59 Marta Minujín, “Probabilidad y Cambio,” 1963. Fundación Espigas. Minujín Folder of Notes on Artworks; 
Untitled Tab. 
60 De Duve, 164, 166. 
61 Although the most evident, De Saint Phalle was not the sole target for Minujín’s performance. Destruction had 





butcher.”62 This elimination of an end product went directly against Nouveau Réalisme’s 
practices. Openly venting his profound distaste for happenings and their rat-like participants 
“emerging out of . . . caves or sewers,” Restany considered the ephemerality of happenings to be 
a particular drawback not present in Nouveau Réalisme and its action-performances.63 “In direct 
contrast to the Happening,” he writes, “New Réalist action does not exhaust its meaning in the 
course of its unfolding. At the end of the performance the tangible trace remains.”64  
Minujín’s rejection of the marketable art object revealed the extent to which the artist was 
distancing herself from Nouveau Réalisme by adopting the ideas of Lebel, who was against the 
“mercantile, state-controlled conception of culture.”65 As he expresses in his writings, 
happenings were the antidote to this crisis, for “rather than seeking integration into the [culture] 
industry, they s[ought] to disrupt it.”66 Their transience and “lack of regard for what pleases and 
what sells” made them subversive.67 For the corruption of art, he blames all the commercial 
intermediaries that “deformed, pressured, and controlled” the public’s perceptions and access to 
artworks.68   
Echoing Lebel’s Marxist ideas, Minujín promulgated throughout the sixties that she was 
“the enemy of museums, of galleries, of the commercialization of creation.”69 Her decision to 
exhibit her doomed pieces within her studio, a space of creation rather than economic 
																																																								
62 Marta Minujín, “Destruction of My Works in the Impasse Ronsin, Paris” in Listen, Here, Now!, 61. 
63 Delighted that his chosen art form provoked such disgruntlement, Lebel sardonically characterizes Restany’s 
dislike of happenings as “the saint terror of the bourgeois.” Jean-Jacques Lebel, Le Happening (Paris: Denoël, 
1966), 56. Restany’s initial antipathy towards happenings softened as these became a widely recognized art form. 
By the 1970s, Restany had completely reversed his position and suppressed the opposition between Nouveaux 
Réalistes action-performances and happenings by arguing that the former were “true Happenings before their time.” 
See Restany, “The New Realism,” 247. 
64 Restany, “The New Realism,” 248. 
65 Lebel, Le Happening, 75. My translation. 
66 Ibid.  
67 Ibid. 
68 Ibid., 76.   
69 Fanny Polimeni, “La Muchacha del Colchón,” Para Ti Year 43, no. 2215 (Buenos Aires) December, 22 1964, 




transaction, reinforced her rejection of the market.70 Defying her growing reputation as an 
attention-seeker, Minujín also refrained from inviting members of the press to La destrucción, 
thus depriving her art of value-enhancing publicity, at least in the immediate.71 Critic José Pierre 
comments on Minujín’s atypical avoidance of publicity, which set the artist apart from many 
contemporary figures:  
This ceremony [La destrucción] did not have a promotional goal—it is in this manner 
that it distinguished itself from the exhibitions of Dalí, Mathieu or the fire of Yves Klein: 
neither the press, nor television, nor cinematographic actualities had been convoked . . . 
and unlike the systematic incinerations, the most famous of which was perpetrated by 
Rouault . . . it [La destrucción] had no consequence on the market of painting . . . . For 
Marta Minujín, it was not a matter of “raising” the price of her works.72      
 
Through her uncharacteristic and almost nostalgic arrangement of an intimate and exclusive 
ambience, Minujín eulogized the waning of an artistic semi-underworld, displaced by global 
postindustrial transformations that were commodifying and massifying culture, professionalizing 
the artistic field, and relocating art’s reception from bohemia to the press.73 
Yet, unlike the Tirs, the most violent actions of La destrucción—i.e., the axing and 
burning of art objects—did not actually coincide with the true moment of destruction. Rather, the 
																																																								
70 While in Paris, Minujín sought gallery representation with little success—a checkmate she attributes to her status 
as a Latin American artist not permanently based in France. Therefore, though certainly motivated by ideology, her 
repudiation of galleries and other agents of the market was also a strategic response to the rejection she had to 
bypass. 
71 In her diaries, Minujín repeatedly discusses publicity as a “complicated mechanism” crucial for her professional 
success. Minujín, Tres Inviernos, 21-22. Her decision to dodge it is therefore indubitably deliberate as well as a 
risky and counterintuitive move for her. In lieu of having the press photograph La destrucción , Minujín enlisted 
Harry Shunk and János (Jean) Kender, photographers closely affiliated with the Nouveaux Réalistes, namely Klein, 
Christo, Tinguely and de Saint Phalle. The photographers had, in fact, captured the Tirs. Shunk and Kender’s 
photographs of La destrucción  were subsequently used to create what the catalogue describes as 
“photosériegraphies,” which were later added to its pages. The stylistic continuity between the photos of La 
destrucción  and Tirs subtly reinforces the parallel between Minujín and de Saint Phalle for posterity.  
72 José Pierre, “Pop! Pop! Pop! (D’une esthétique des lieux communs),” Combat 102, 1 July 1963: 2-3, 2. Fundación 
Espigas—Marta Minujín Special Archives. Minujín Press Folder 6: 1963, item 3.  
73 Giunta argues that, once back in Argentina, Minujín circulated her written account and photographs of La 
destrucción  as news with the intention to boost her professional standing as an accomplished artist appreciated by a 
European art world. In short, in its afterlife as information, La destrucción  acquired an entirely different purpose 
and semantic valence determined by its new context and audience. It is precisely this mutability of meaning that La 




annihilation began during the seven creative interventions, which turned Minujín’s art into the 
support for other artworks. Minujín’s own words make this clear, “bringing with them tools used 
for expressing themselves in their own work, . . . [the invited artists] were to create upon my 
work (as symbolic destruction) . . . [they had] to impose their image over mine, cover up, erase, 
modify my work. Create while destroying; incinerate my identity.”74 The point was for Minujín’s 
informalist art to be completely overtaken by the art of others, thereby voiding her authorship.  
Nonetheless, this defacement as effacement occurred within the cadre of a performative 
work of art that was reasserting Minujín’s status as a second order author, one capable of 
ordaining the nullification of a previous authorial position. Through this paradoxical situation, La 
destrucción did more than reveal art as a discourse endowed (at least since the fifteenth century) 
with what Foucault terms an author function; it also demonstrated that such an author function 
“operates so as to effect the dispersion of . . . simultaneous selves.”75 The plurality of subject 
positions and hence potential polysemy proposed by La destrucción’s articulation of authorship 
ran against Restany’s vision of the Nouveau Réalistes as auteurs and of the work of art as a fixed 
entity. More broadly, it countered traditional, monolithic notions of authorship in which the 
author, preceding the work, is, according to Foucault, “an indefinite source of significations 
which fill the work” as well as a “principle of thrift in the proliferation of meaning.”76 La 
destrucción invited its audience to consider that the individualization of the artist as an inventive 
and expressive genius is an ideological construction masking the true historical function of 
authorship as a check on semantic excess—one necessary for the stabilization of a work’s market 
value.  
																																																								
74 “Destrucción de mis obras en el Impasse Ronsin, Paris. Junio de 1963.” Marta Minujín Archives. Cited in Giunta, 
150.  
75 Foucault, “What is an Author?,” 111. 




To be sure, this scenario was tinged with dark humor and willful irony. In her 1962 letter 
to Parpagnoli, Minujín, with an uncharacteristically deflated tone, recognizes the (superficial) 
resemblance between her object-based informalist works and the art of the Nouveaux Réalistes, 
who are also working with readymades. “Well, in fact, I am doing the same thing with my 
cardboard boxes, without any future,” she glumly concedes.77 Her moroseness is exacerbated by 
Restany’s belief that Nouveau Réalisme represented, as Minujín transcribes, a “period in which 
what has already been done, cannot be done any better”—a view she finds “quite 
exasperating.”78  
To a certain degree, then, Minujín’s willingness to have her creative authority superseded 
by Parisian artists in La destrucción amounted to a hyperbolic, tongue-in-cheek recasting of an 
already intuited problem: the potential perception of her originality and authorship as 
compromised. She did not hide her disdain for such notions, “to speak of the originality of 
Argentines [in the arts] is false. Originality cannot exist in a world of communication.”79 As her 
words suggest, Minujín’s predicament was that of many Latin American artists, who, at the time 
(and even to this day), were too often unfairly rebuffed as imitative of European styles. This 
should come as no surprise. Argentine philosopher Walter Mignolo has underlined the 
coloniality subtending value judgments based on Western concepts of originality and authorship, 
concluding, “‘originality’ is one the basic expectations of modern control of subjectivity.”80 
Nevertheless, Minujín felt the consequences of such attitudes, repining in her diary that she was 
																																																								
77 Marta Minujín’s letter to Hugo Parpagnoli. March 22, 1962. Archives of the Museo de Arte Moderno, Buenos 
Aires. Folder 31, p. 22. 
78 Ibid. 
79 Adriana, “Dicen que estoy loca,” Revista Siete Dias 2, no. 69 (Buenos Aires), September 2-8, 1968, 44-46. 
Fundacion Espigas—Marta Minujín Special Archives. Minujín Press Folder 11: 1968, item 21. 
80 Walter Mignolo, The Darker Side of Western Modernity: Global Futures, Decolonial Options (Durham: Duke 




“known more as a personality than an artist” while in Paris.81 La destrucción therefore 
represented an opportunity to subvert the very concepts used to dismiss her work as derivative. 
The typical questions guiding exegesis—“Who really spoke? . . . With what authenticity or 
originality? And what part of his deepest self did [the author] express in his discourse?,” as 
Foucault enumerates—became suddenly irrelevant. Instead, La destrucción raised another set of 
more complex questions also identified by Foucault: “What are the modes of existence of this 
discourse? . . . who can appropriate it for himself? What are the places in it where there is room 
for possible subjects? Who can assume these various subject functions?”82   
At the same time, La destrucción deliberately perverted the collaborative logic of some of 
de Saint-Phalle’s Tirs, which famously involved the participation of Jasper Johns and Robert 
Rauschenberg at the Impasse Ronsin in 1961. For his Tir, Johns had fired at de Saint Phalle’s 
assemblage of a target, painted in heavy impasto and placed on a grey ground—a ham-handed 
reference to his most iconic works (fig. 8). Rauschenberg, for his part, had to shoot a more 
heterogeneous mix of materials evoking his groundbreaking Combines (fig. 9). The two resulting 
works, Homage to Bob Rauschenberg (Shot by Rauschenberg) and Le Tir de Jasper Johns, were 
labeled tributes to the American artists, but, as pointed out by Wilson, the pieces were also 
“satirical appropriations,” which “had converted [the work of Johns and Rauschenberg] into 
‘Niki de Saint Phalles.’”83 Ultimately, de Saint Phalle had used Johns and Rauschenberg’s 
																																																								
81 Minujín, Tres inviernos, 156. My translation. La destrucción  does not necessarily bring much comfort to the 
artist, however. In her diary entry for June 7, the day after La destrucción , she writes, “My dissatisfaction with 
myself is every time worse. A suicide attempt appears increasingly more reasonable. . . . I indubitably see the dark 
side. Overcoming myself becomes every time more difficult.” Minujín, Tres inviernos, 148.  
82 Foucault, “What is an Author?,” 120. 




growing celebrity and unquestioned avant-gardism to affirm her artistic authority, gain additional 
publicity, and signal her work’s violent negation of its artistic precedents.84  
Something quite different unfolded in La destrucción, however. Because Minujín’s 
directorial role displaced the agency of the seven intervening artists, the seven “insta-works” 
produced on cue could hardly be viewed as thoughtful, dialogical collaborations. Yet the 
interventions concomitantly cancelled Minujín’s own art and agency. Her total submission to 
others was represented powerfully, when, for his intervention, Christo performed one of his 
trademark empaquetages by wrapping and binding Minujín (fig. 10). Using cloth and rope, he 
tied her to one of her soon-to-be burned sculptures, thereby raising the sinister possibility of 
incinerating her body along with her oeuvre. (This moment also ridiculed, through its extreme 
literalness, the morbid desire to see the artist vanish into the work of art, as epitomized by Hans 
Namuth’s celebrated photographs of Jackson Pollock.) Rather than creating a hierarchy of co-
extant authors as seen in Homage to Bob Rauschenberg or Le Tir de Jasper Johns, La 
destrucción symbolically annulled everyone’s authorship, foreclosing the possibility of a 
genuinely collaborative dynamic—a spirit of partnership already compromised, instrumentalized, 
and yet proclaimed like a shibboleth by the Tirs involving Rauschenberg and Johns.85  
																																																								
84 Though Johns and Rauschenberg fulfilled de Saint Phalle’s wishes, they did not do so naively. It took Johns 
several hours to shoot the target de Saint Phalle had set up for him—a delay plausibly signifying his unease with the 
underlying meaning of his collaboration. By shooting the target, Johns risked contradicting the sense of his oeuvre 
by endangering the ambiguous ontological status of his works as real, utilitarian objects doubling as signs of 
themselves. The physicality of the act of shooting could push the target/painting fully into the realm of objecthood. 
With a measure of wry humor, Rauschenberg responded to de Saint Phalle’s Tirs just a few days after collaborating 
in Homage to Bob Rauschenberg. At the U.S. embassy in Paris, he organized a concert/performance in the honor of 
David Tudor with the participation of de Saint Phalle, Tinguely, Johns and Tudor himself. While Tudor played the 
piano and de Saint Phalle performed another Tir, Rauschenberg created First Time Painting. He positioned the 
canvas away from the audience so that the painting could not be watched in its creation. Microphones, however, 
amplified the sound of its making, heightening the public’s curiosity. Once done, however, Rauschenberg refused to 
show the finished work, piquing viewers. Instead, he wrapped the piece in paper and had it swiftly taken offstage. 
The anticlimactic and anti-visual nature of this performance opposed the spirit of the simultaneously unfolding Tir. 
For more on de Saint Phalle’s collaboration with Johns and Rauschenberg, see Wilson, 94-95.  
85 It is worth nothing that, to Minujín, Rauschenberg represented a particular type of artist, one with adaptable ideas 




 Here, La destrucción distinguished itself from most happenings, which, according to 
Johanna Drucker, mobilize a “collaborative apparatus” in order to “interrogate the constituent 
elements of the modernist tradition,” namely “the signature terms of mastery, originality, and 
authorship.”86 To Drucker, the messy, product-less collaborations of happenings guarantees a 
potent critique of these terms, because the subject-to-subject relations they enable “escapes the 
norm of relations in capitalist culture.”87 The interrelations of happenings are therefore 
incorruptible—“enacted and experienced, but never reified.”88 She emphasizes, “The very 
definition of commodity fetishism—the representation by commodities of relations among 
individuals—is not applicable to the situation of Happenings.”89 Yet the patent objectification of 
participants in happenings betrays a darker underside to collaborative practices. As if to dispel 
any misplaced idealism, La destrucción deliberately perverted and dismantled the collaborative 
apparatus central to happenings in order to better unravel Modernism’s canonizing terms. For, at 
the start of the sixties, Minujín discerned a reality overlooked by most practitioners of 
happenings (and Drucker): even without an object (i.e., preconceived goal or resulting product), 
collaboration was not an impervious safeguard against commodity fetishism.90 The collaboration 
between artists and participants could not be turned into a commodity per se but could devolve 
into a reifying spectacle with a commodifying effect. Significantly, such economic 
																																																																																																																																																																																		
that no one can follow her.” “She [Nevelson] transforms authentically into herself,” Minujín opines. It is this kind of 
artist that Minujín aspires to be. “I believe I am now defining myself in the latter—every time I care less about ‘art’ 
in an artistic, temporal, or functional sense. And my universe becomes more closed and egocentric and testifies to 
what hurts as I invent problems and solutions, bringing me neither vanguard ideas nor a renewal of language but 
saying what I want—authentically real.”  Minujín’s letter to Parpagnoli, May 7th, 1963. Archives of the Museo de 
Arte Moderno de Buenos Aires. Folder 31, p. 15 
86 Johanna Drucker, “Collaboration without Object(s) in the Early Happenings,” Art Journal 52.4 (Winter 1993): 51-
58, 53, 51-52. 
87 Ibid., 57. 
88 Ibid., 56. 
89 Ibid., 57. 
90 This is not the only shortcoming of Drucker’s analysis. Judith Rodenbeck points out that, although not wrong, 
Drucker’s argument lacks specificity as it “eliminates any real consideration of either the content of the happenings . 
. . or their duration, including their afterlife.” Rodenbeck, Radical Prototypes: Allan Kaprow and the Invention of 




transformations have political repercussions, as Walter Benjamin admonishes, “a number of 
traditional concepts—such as creativity and genius, eternal value and mystery—[if] used in an 
uncontrolled way (and controlling them is difficult today), allow factual material to be 
manipulated in the interests of fascism.”91  
Moreover, the gauche reproduction of nothing more than the patina of other artworks 
onto Minujín’s informalist pieces—creation as readymade performance, as a process defined by 
reproducibility—yielded curious hybrids with an uncertain aesthetic and exchange value. These 
candidly artificial and imperfect copies, created by true artists and grafted onto genuine artworks, 
operated somewhere in between the ersatz and authentic. Because of their initial condition as 
works of art and their centrality in La destrucción, these ambiguous objects could not be 
mistaken for the simple props typically used in happenings to foreground tasks (Kaprow’s 
Household), enhance settings (Claes Oldenburg’s Snapshots from the City), or integrate action 
with fantasy (Jim Dine’s Car Crash). In short, Minujín’s unmooring of authorship—“the 
principle of a certain unity of écriture” per Foucault—simultaneously endangered the ontological 
stability of the work of art.92 Were these unusual and ambiguous amalgams to be taken as art, 
reproductions, forgeries, or insignificant byproducts of a performance? Their immediate 
incineration buried the question in a pile of ash. Yet La destrucción made its point: the 
identifiable autographic gesture, signature style, and idiosyncratic method of production could no 
longer evoke authenticity, individuality, or originality. The duplicated façade of an artwork and 
the mimicry of its performative production in La destrucción confirmed each artist’s lack of 
																																																								
91 Walter Benjamin, “The Work of Art in the Age of Its Technological Reproducibility” in The Work of Art in the 
Age of Its Technological Reproducibility, and Other Writings on Media, ed. Michael Jennings et al., trans. Edmund 
Jephcott et al. (Cambridge, MA: The Belknap Press of Harvard University Press, 2008), 20.  




creative freedom, the impossibility of unaffected expression, and the contingent and constructed 
nature of art and its value.93 
The seven interventions, however, should not be mistaken for Dadaist negation. Though 
playing the role of artist in a patently forced manner, the interveners did so seriously and with 
goodwill. Lacking any derisiveness, their posturing was far from self-parody and could be better 
understood via de Duve’s reading of Duchamp. Vehemently against any interpretation of the 
readymade as Dadaist provocation, de Duve stresses:  
Duchamp didn’t assume the posture of the conservative expert [as the Dada artist had]. 
Rather, he anticipatively assumed the posture of the layman of the future. He placed the 
artist, the author, in the enunciative position of the spectator, of today’s spectator who no 
longer belongs to the crowd in Baudelaire’s sense but to the mass in the sense this word 
takes in the expression “mass media,” to the “mediatized” mass. . . . It was ludicrous to 
believe . . . that it was appropriate to parody the guardian of the old law . . . when the 
artistic imperative already was . . . the production of a mass art for a society of laymen 
that had already undertaken the mass-mediatization of the Baudelarian crowd.94   
 
To de Duve, the position of the layman in an age of mediatization is best exemplified by the 
Pompidou Center’s casual and indifferent visitor-spectator, who superficially “proves that he or 
she is an art lover by producing his or her entry ticket.”95 He could have just as easily mentioned 
the visitor cum weak participant at Galerie J’s shooting arcade. Indeed, this figure of the 
uninitiated participating offhandedly in the arts haunted the Tirs by Johns and Rauschenberg 
(who had, along with countless infantilized visitors, also shot guns at Galerie J’s “Feu à 
																																																								
93 To be sure, “the authentic” as a conceptual category has always been unstable and contingent. Walter Benjamin 
famously argues in 1936 that the aura of art is atrophied by technological reproduction and that “the authentic” is a 
consequence of this phenomenon. He writes, “At the time, the medieval picture of a Madonna could not yet be said 
to be ‘authentic.’ It became ‘authentic’ only during the succeeding centuries.” Walter Benjamin, “The Work of Art 
in the Age of Mechanical Reproduction” in Illuminations trans. Harry Zohn (New York: Shocken Books, 1969), 
243. As noted by Nestor García Canclini, Benjamin’s observations suggest that “‘the authentic’ is a modern and 
transitory invention.” Nestor García Canclini, Hybrid Cultures: Strategies for Entering and Leaving Modernity, 
trans. Christopher Chiappari and Silvia López (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota, 1995), 139. 
94 De Duve, 337-338. 




volonté”) and was brazenly reflected in La destrucción’s seven interveners.96 Little distinguished 
Minujín’s seven artists, whose profession had, since the readymade, been emptied of all technical 
expertise, from the layperson, who now could also judge anything whatsoever as art and who, as 
seen at Galerie J, earnestly followed instructions to make slapdash “art”—what de Duve 
describes per Benjamin as “profane, de-culturalized art.”97  
Discerning a crisis in the arts as early as 1958, Kaprow writes, “the act of painting, …the 
personal mark that builds its own form and meaning, the endless tangle, ...[ and] the new 
materials are by now clichés of college art departments.”98 Misconstruing the extent of this crisis 
by limiting it to painting alone, Kaprow famously calls for a non-medium specific art that will 
move into the real time and space of everyday life.99 Yet what Kaprow describes—the 
hackneying of Pollock’s heroic authorial stance and singular painting method—was symptomatic 
of a broader phenomenon extending beyond the art institution’s enshrining of Abstract 
Expressionism. The culture industry, too, was already actively recuperating incipient 
performative and participatory practices.100 Though based in everyday objects and unmatrixed 
																																																								
96 The photographic afterlife of La destrucción  is beyond the scope of this chapter, but it is worth noting that Shunk 
and Kender, who shot La destrucción , the Tirs, and Rauschenberg’s and Johns’ collaborative Tirs, also captured 
Rauschenberg’s and Johns’s participation in the shooting arcade of “Feu à volonté.” By hiring Shunk and Kender, 
Minujín therefore created a conceptual, historical, and stylistic link between all these performances—an equivalence 
or “extract[ion of] sameness,” as Walter Benjamin discerns, symptomatic of mass culture and spectacle. Benjamin, 
“The Work of Art in the Age of Its Technological Reproducibility” in Walter Benjamin: Selected Writings, vol. 4, 
ed. Howard Eiland and Michael Jennings, trans. Harry Zohn and Edmund Jephcott (Cambridge, Mass.: The Belknap 
Press of Harvard University Press, 2003), 256. This subtle erosion of difference becomes all the more striking given 
that firing a gun is analogized to the act of photographing through both gesture and language (“to shoot a photo”). 
The shots of De Saint Phalle’s shooting therefore create an uncanny doubling that reveals the serialization and 
mediatization latent within the Tirs.  
97 De Duve, 338. 
98 Allan Kaprow, “The Legacy of Jackson Pollock” in Essays on the Blurring of Art and Life (Berkeley, CA: 
University of California Press, 1993), 2. 
99 Benjamin Buchloh offers an incisive analysis of the misunderstandings plaguing “The Legacy of Jackson Pollock” 
in “Andy Warhol’s One Dimensional Art” in Neo-Avantgarde and Culture Industry: Essays on European and 
American Art from 1955-1975 (Cambridge, MA: the MIT Press, 2000), 481. 
100 As argued by Buchloh, Andy Warhol’s early paintings were also responding to this phenomenon in 1961-1962, 
“[Warhol’s Dance Diagram paintings] seem to suggest that if participatory aesthetics remained at so infantile a level 




actions, La destrucción addressed this reality by blatantly evacuating idiosyncratic methods of 
creation of any personal meaning and transmuting them into the routine, spectacularized, and 
instrumentalized production of art objects necessitated by demand, whether Minujín’s or the 
market’s. In this fashion, Minujín took the neo-avant-garde cooptation of performance and the 
readymade to its logical extreme while disrupting the sense of authorship integral to the 
commodification of art and the reification of its processes. La destrucción’s implications were 
clear: the simple shift from painting to participatory art forms with a performative or 




As Kaprow proclaims in 1958, Pollock’s “destruction” of the tradition of easel painting 
presents the possibility of “a return to the point where art was more actively involved in ritual, 
magic, and life, than we have known it in our recent past.”101 This ritualism further legitimizes 
the happening’s lineage to painting and is, in part, the basis for the art form’s participatory 
aesthetic. Informed by Antonin Artaud’s Theater of Cruelty and Sigmund Freud’s Totem and 
Taboo, Lebel also aims to recover the lost magical dimension of art and stresses the ritualism of 
his happenings, which he often describes as “voodoo rites,” “collective exorcisms,” and 
“collective effort[s] of sacralization.” 102 His writings on the matter are unequivocal, “The 
																																																																																																																																																																																		
those real rituals of participation within which mass culture contains and controls its audiences.” Buchloh, “Andy 
Warhol’s One Dimensional Art” in Neo-Avantgarde and Culture Industry, 485.    
101 Ibid., 7. Kaprow was not the only American invoking magic in the creation of his happenings. As argued by 
Robert Haywood, Claes Oldenburg “claimed recourse to a persuasion otherwise discredited in modernism: belief in 
magic.” Robert Haywood, Allan Kaprow and Claes Oldenburg: Art, Happenings, and Cultural Politics (New 
Haven: Yale University Press, 2017), 35.  
102 Lebel, Le Happening, 40, 11. Although Lebel invoked ritualism similarly to Kaprow, he did not share the latter’s 
view of the happening as having successfully and totally ritualized everyday life. In a footnote, Lebel attacks 




domain known . . . as that of magic is the only one in which art can exist. All art is magic, else it 
is not art.”103 More specifically, he believes that “the Happening expresses . . . a ‘mythical 
thought’” and can unearth, through its ritualized objects and actions, a more authentic, 
primitivist, and cosmically linked way of being, thereby countering the rationalization of 
capitalist society as well as the insipid aestheticism of painting. 104 De Saint Phalle similarly 
frames her Tirs performances as remedial rituals, “It’s a voodoo piece. An exorcism. I had 
someone under my skin, I knew, that was not good for me. . . . I killed him in a ritualistic manner 
by throwing darts. It healed me rapidly.”105 “I shoot for this moment of magic,” she 
emphasizes.106 Also partaking in this widespread artistic discourse on ritual and magic, Restany 
conceptualizes all of Nouveau Réalisme through the Réalisme Fantastique of Louis Pauwles and 
Jacques Bergier, which, as Cabañas argues, positions the real as “at once lucid and mysterious, 
standardized and cosmic, scientific and spiritual, efficient and transcendent.”107 
At first sight, La destrucción appears to instantiate Kaprow’s predictive assessment: 
painting and other traditional media, now literally destroyed, are giving room to a more 
performative, participatory, and ritualized type of art. La destrucción’s embrace of ritualism is 
conspicuous. It possesses the primitivist accouterment of potlatches and tribal rites of passage as 
envisioned by a reductive Western imaginaire: unbridled expenditure, gratuitous destruction, 
bongo music, a bonfire, dancing, a shaman-like orchestrator (Minujín), and even “sacrificial” 
																																																																																																																																																																																		
has been transformed.” In Lebel’s view, Kaprow declared victory too soon. The French artist even accuses Kaprow 
of being a careerist complicit with a technocratic society. See Le Happening, 43, fn 1. 
103 Jean-Jacques Lebel, “On the Necessity of Violation,” in Happenings and Other Acts, ed. Mariellen Sandford 
(New York: Routledge, 1995), 273.  
104 Ibid., 34.  
105 Wilson, 97. The first Tirs used darts and arrows, which were eventually replaced by bullets. In this passage, de 
Saint Phalle is alluding to her father, who had raped her as a child.  
106 Niki de Saint Phalle cited in Amelia Jones, “Wild Maid, Wild Soul, a Wild Wild Weed: Les Féminites Féroces de 
Niki de Saint Phalle, vers 1960-1966” in Niki de Saint Phalle, 1930-2002, trans. Jean-François Allain, 160.  




animals (fig. 11).108 The theme of Minujín’s phoenix-like rebirth—a conceit also present in 
Kaprow’s A Spring Happening (1961)—further strengthens the happening’s ceremonialism and 
mythic aura. Most likely with La destrucción in mind,109 Kaprow later includes Minujín in a list 
of artists who, like him and a few other practitioners of happenings, have successfully 
transformed the audience into participants by “ritualiz[ing] a mix of lifelike elements and 
fantasy, reject[ing] the staging area, and . . . explaining the plan in a spirit of ceremony.”110   
And yet key aspects of La destrucción are at odds with this ritualism. As Judith 
Rodenbeck argues, Kaprow’s reliance on ritual is both “transcendentalizing and ahistorical” and 
“paradoxically implie[s] a critical removal from the everyday.”111 The same can be said for 
Lebel’s “exorcisms.” Already in 1970 Darko Suvin notes that the “magic nihilism” or “religious, 
noncognitive estrangement” of happenings “is not able to cope with the world (or the U.S.) of 
today.”112 Accordingly, happenings possess a “dogmatic blindness to history” and “very rarely . . 
. focus their attention on political or economic relationships of any kind.”113  
Yet such relationships are very much the focus of La destrucción. From this happening 
onward, Minujín professes that her main intent is to have “an impact on the viewer by shaking 
him up, rousing him from his inertia” through a resolutely historical engagement with the 
																																																								
108 Georges Bataille reasons that potlatches had “the goal of humiliating, defying and obligating a rival.” Georges 
Bataille, “The Notion of Expenditure” in The Bataille Reader, ed. Fred Botting and Scott Wilson (Oxford: 
Blackwell Publishing, 1997), 172. By alluding to such a practice, Minujín articulates her desire to symbolically 
repay (with excess) her creative debt to the artists of the French avant-garde, thus reestablishing a balance of power. 
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with Andy Warhol, Payment of the Argentine Foreign Debt to Andy Warhol with corn, The Latin American Gold. 
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to the mass media. Only Leyendo las notícias en el Río de la Plata [Reading the News in the Río de la Plata], a 
performance in Argentina in 1965, possesses vaguely ritualistic elements by alluding to mummification and other 
burial rites. But this was not a highly publicized piece, even within Argentina, and it is highly doubtful that Kaprow 
gained any knowledge of it.  
110 Allan Kaprow, “Participation Performance (1977)” in Essays on the Blurring of Art and Life, 185. 
111 Rodenbeck, Radical Prototypes, 216. To Buchloh, Kaprow’s understanding of ritual as “stable, transhistorical, 
[and] universally accessible” is strikingly naïve. Buchloh, “Andy Warhol’s One Dimensional Art” in Neo-
Avantgarde and Culture Industry, 481. 
112 Darko Suvin, “Reflections on Happenings” in Happenings and Other Acts, 303.  




materiality of everyday life, one grounded in real time and space and thus antithetical to 
ritualism’s temporal suspension.114 In fact, this preocuppation with history and its remembrance 
is at the core of her earliest works of art, i.e., her informalist paintings and sculptures as well as 
her first performance at the Galería Lirolay. For her happenings to turn into the sort of 
“allegorical genre without memory of antecedent and without anticipation of posterity,” 
described by Suvin, would have amounted to a betrayal of the concerns animating her oeuvre 
from the start of her career.115  
Notably, La destrucción’s key symbolic moment of destruction—the seven 
interventions—undercuts the atmosphere of tribal magic and, more generally, undermines the 
mysticism of artistic creation by proffering a different mode of artistic production, one based in 
alienating routines. If, as Benjamin theorizes, the aura of art depends on uniqueness, 
permanence, authenticity, and a feeling of spatiotemporal distance, then La destrucción 
completely shatters this auratic mode of existence, tied to cultic rituals, by undermining every 
one of these core characteristics through its demystifying portrayal of creation.116  
Ritual, as viewed by Rodenbeck, is an interpellative and performative enunciation of 
social relations that relies on a boundary between the sacred and profane. Routine, however, is 
the repetition of actions and behavior entirely within the real time and space of the mundane. It 
hence represents a secularization of ritual that is just as central to identity formation and 
socialization. Routine is, in sum, a perfect counterpoint to ritual. It is not coincidental that, by 
1966, Kaprow, inspired by the sociological studies of Erving Goffman and the writings of Henri 
Lefebvre, abandons ritualism to develop “participation performances” or modestly scaled 
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activities grounded in the “routines of domesticity, work, education, and management of daily 
affairs,” which he considers to be readymade actions.117  
However, to Minujín, routines are not the sort of apolitical and benign activities that 
Kaprow’s participation performances presuppose them to be. In another letter to Parpagnoli 
written a month before La destrucción, Minujín expresses her negative view of repeated 
regiments, “the quotidian to me personally, despairs me—to everyday get up to start. I would 
like to always continue my route.”118 (Her happenings two years later are also against “the 
routine of daily work.”119) Seen from this bleak angle, La destrucción’s interventions as 
routinized acts of creation signal the capitulation of art—conventionally seen as the Other or 
utopic outside of stultifying and banal labor—to a capitalist, productive imperative already 
reifying so many daily activities. Minujín thus inverts the logic of most happenings, which, as 
Lee Baxandall notes, obliges us to “pay[] attention to what formerly was routine” by using the 
frame and caché of avant-garde art to pluck commonplace actions out of the flow of the 
ordinary.120 Art’s succumbing to pedestrian economic concerns was also reinforced by La 
destrucción’s atypical focus on the laboring bodies of artists—an increasingly rare sight in the art 
of this moment, according to Julia Bryan-Wilson.121 Throughout the 1960s and into the 1970s, 
figures of toiling artists, she notes, “yielded to the body of the viewer or to the body of the 
installer, or they were somewhat effaced in a move toward intellectual work.”122 This certainly 
was the case for a majority of happenings, which privileged the activities and experiences of 
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participants while deemphasizing the labor of the artist. The latter operated as just another 
participant engaged in mystical, ludic, deskilled, and cathartic actions distant from the monotony, 
grind, and exactitude of labor and craft. With La destrucción, however, seven artists were 
blatantly put to work in a charade troubling the distinction between liberating creative 
expression, disciplined labor, and performance.  
Forming two sides of the same coin, opposites often slip into a relationship of 
equivalence. La destrucción’s oxymoronic combination of routines and rituals certainly suggests 
as much. Argentine anthropologist Nestor García Canclini observes that rituals have historically 
functioned as “devices for neutralizing heterogeneity and reproducing order and social 
differences in an authoritarian manner.”123 Minujín reaches a similar conclusion, writing “It is 
curious that we have a very anti-religious sentiment, but as soon as the problem of art appears, 
we go to religion. One of the work of art’s differences from the religious work of art is that it is 
capable of eliciting multiple readings.”124 In La destrucción, the authoritarianism inherent to 
ritual but repressed in Kaprow and Lebel’s conceptualization of ritualism as emancipatory found 
its expression in the disciplinarian dimension, foregrounded by the routine of artistic 
production.125 As Rodenbeck maintains, the happening as an art form evaded the commodity 
fetishism of easel painting and “supplanted [it] not by ‘authentic experience’ . . . but by the 
reification of the ordinary language, behavior, and action—the habitus—of participants.”126 It 
could not successfully divest itself of, “the meaningless mechanized situations of disrelation” 
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transmogrifying modern times into “a demonic, not a divine comedy,” as Susan Sontag 
observes.127 With a self-reflexive sharpness absent in most happenings, La destrucción 
thematized this ironic fate.   
Minujín’s juxtaposition of rituals and routines can also be considered from a different but 
complimentary perspective, based in the history of the avant-garde. Examining postmodern 
artistic developments, including happenings, García Canclini, citing Pierre Bourdieu, reminds us 
that the avant-garde’s gestures of rupture were not acts—i.e., “effective interventions in social 
processes”—but symbolic rituals or “rites of exit” capable of “control[ling] the risk of change” 
or, more specifically, of “incorporating certain transgressions while limiting them.”128 To García 
Canclini, this reactionary tendency explains the recurrence of dramatic negations in avant-garde 
art. Happenings were thus doubly ritualistic or meta-ritualistic; they evinced a ceremonialism 
that, in its negation of earlier, non-ritualized artworks, performed yet another type of ritual, “a 
rite of exit.” However, by the 1960s, this ritualistic means of breaking with the past and leaving 
“Art” behind for real life had become yet another artistic convention—a routine, neo-avant-garde 
gesture with little subversive power. By creating an analogy between routine and ritual, La 
destrucción asked its audience, the French neo-avant-garde, to contemplate the increasingly 
apparent limits of its rote “sacrilizing desacrilizations,” to borrow García Canclini’s 
oxymoron.129  
Further, through its sobering recasting of creation as instrumentalized routine, La 
destrucción produced in its participants a cognitive estrangement, undercutting the possibility of 
an intensely somatic, immersive experience. It did not conform to Antonin Artaud’s Theater of 
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Cruelty, which influenced the participatory approach and reception of both American and French 
happenings. To Sontag, the enveloping, assaultive and  “supra-personal or impersonal treatment 
of persons” in Artaud’s theater “describe[s] better than anything else what Happenings are.”130 
Likewise, Michael Kirby notices that, in happenings, “performers become things and things 
become performers,” concluding, “Some Happenings are the best examples of Artaud’s Theater 
of Cruelty that have yet been produced.”131 This alignment with Artaud often distanced 
happenings from Bertolt Brecht’s Epic Theater, widely deemed a counter-model to the Theater 
of Cruelty. Already in 1966, Lee Baxandall states that Brecht’s overly analytical alienation 
methods are “dated half-measures” impotent in an “era of television addiction” and superseded 
by the happening’s “bewilderingly provocative experiences unmediated by explanation.”132 
Along similar lines, Kirby reminds his readers that Brecht “felt that the performer should be 
perceived simultaneously with the characters so that the one could comment on the other.”133 
Happenings, in contradistinction, were “a new category…in drama, making no use of time, 
place, or character and no use of the performer’s comments.”134  
Yet the “character” of the artist was precisely the role that Minujín asked her interveners 
to play in a boldface manner, betraying this persona as a put-on or mask. It was through this 
consciously enacted process of auto-impersonation and self-alienation that Minujín’s interveners 
became, not mere paintbrushes, as described by Giunta, but, more accurately, anti-creative 
doubles of themselves—readymade artists. A similar operation characterizes Epic Theater. 
Brecht writes:  
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the actor brings forward his text, not as an improvisation, but as a quotation…his 
gestures…are frankly a copy (and not spontaneous)…whatever the actors renders by way 
of gesture…must be ready and bear the stamp of readiness, finishedness, the stamp of 
rehearsal.135 
 
Overall, La destrucción’s objectification was of a different nature than the Artaudian 
depersonalization described by Kirby and Sontag. It did not spring from an aggressive or 
shocking, multi-sensorial immersion of the participant, one capable of eliminating all analytical 
distance through affect. On the contrary, it was based in a highly self-reflexive, metacritical 
rupture that was more cerebral than phenomenological, more “interruptive” than “total.” 136 
While Rodenbeck detects a fusion of Artaudian and Brechtian strategies in the “radicalized 
readymade aesthetic” or objectification at work in Kaprow’s happenings, La destrucción, 
compared to Kaprow’s happenings, skewed far more towards the Brechtian side of the equation 
in order to undermine, rather than strike a balance with, its Artaudian elements.137 The 
impression of quotation sapped La destrucción’s actions and multisensorial setting of their 
experiential immediacy—the main valorizing concept behind so many happenings. At the same 
time, the resulting Verfremdungseffekt depurated art making of, to quote Benjamin, “its parasitic 
subservience to ritual,” revived by so many happenings. 138  
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A visual manifesto, La destrucción announced more than Minujín’s eschewal of painting 
and sculpture for the stuff of everyday life. Underlining the contradictions of Nouveau Réalisme 
and happenings, it pointed to the impotence of ritualism as a performative practice already 
compromised by the growing intertwinement of art and mass culture. By reflecting on the profit-
oriented mediatization of art and employing Brechtian devices to temper its tribal aura and 
check its somatic immediacy, La destrucción initiated a trajectory for a type of self-reflexive 
happening that soon flourished in Argentina and set the stage for mass media art. In this sense, 
La destrucción redressed a salient shortcoming of happenings, noted by Suvin. In a mordant 
critique that famously piqued Baxandall, Suvin contends that, because of their “magico-religious 
stance,” happenings “cannot create a major spectacle form” and hence do “not outlast their 
sociopolitical moment,” becoming nothing more “than a possibly fertile footnote in the history 
of theatrical spectacle.”139 But he identifies a potential path for redemption through which the 
happening could possibly harness enough power to become antidotal to the spirit of its age, “I 
believe the greatest possibilities for Happenings techniques do in fact lie in a diffusion through 
media such as film and TV.”140 With later works, such as Cabalgata and Suceso plástico, which 
aggressively infiltrated or mobilized mass media channels, Minujín explored precisely this 
possibility. She eschewed ritualism for a technological sublimity that enabled her to deepen her 
interrogation of the spectacle culture reshaping art and subjectivity in France and beyond. In 
retrospect, the utopian potentialities of La destrucción’s destabilization of ritual, authorship, 
authenticity, among other traditional artistic concepts, can be best surmised from Benjamin’s 
words: “as soon as the criterion of authenticity ceases to be applied to artistic production, the 
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whole social function of art is revolutionized. Instead of being founded on ritual, it is based on a 




On June 5th, 1963—just a day before La destrucción —Minujín orchestrated and 
participated in Le Coq [The Cock], a happening created in collaboration with Lebel for the 
Programme des Manifestations at the Gallerie Cordier. With atypical self-effacement, Minujín 
has generally downplayed her co-authorship of Le Coq and refrained from acknowledging it as a 
significant experiment illustrative of her shift into performance. Minujín’s tendency to 
disremember Le Coq in order to better construct an origin myth around La destrucción as her 
first, true happening has as much to do with her shared authorial status in Le Coq as with this 
happening’s staging of bodies and portrayal of gender. 
In Le Coq, a recumbent Minujín, wrapped in white tissue paper, remained immobile as 
Daniel Pommereulle plucked at her “feathers” (the tissue) and crowed like a rooster (fig. 12). 
The masculinist passive/active binary that blatantly structured this happening’s main act 
confined Minujín to the submissive role of an impotent hen, subjected to the forceful and 
sexually suggestive actions of the male lead, the cock. This main scene betrayed the 
overwhelming influence of Lebel. The piece encapsulated the key qualities of his happenings: a 
sadomasochistic dynamic between participating subjects; the unfettering of psychosexual 
impulses through erotic gestures; and the taboo-flouting exposure of the body, whether 
metaphorically denuded or actually rendered totally naked.142 Some of Lebel’s most renowned 
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happenings revolved around actions that echoed the disrobing symbolized by Pommereulle’s 
removal of the invisible layer of feathers “concealing” Minujín’s flesh. In Lebel’s 1966 
happening 120 minutes dediées au divin marquis [120 Minutes Dedicated to the Divine 
Marquis], for example, audience members licked away all of the whipped cream covering singer 
Shirley Goldfarb’s nude reclining body—an almost perfect parallel to Le Coq’s main scene. 
Likewise, in Déchirex (1965), men, pretending to be snails, ate the cabbage leaves constituting 
the costume of female participants until the women were totally naked. 
As Claire Bishop explains, Lebel embraced nudity, encouraged sexual abandonment, and, 
more generally, celebrated all forms of transgression, because he supposed that such actions 
(with the help of hallucinogenic drugs) could create an orgiastic space of communal 
transformation in which the liberation of repressed desires could dissolve the neat distinctions 
(subject/object, active/passive, conscious/unconscious, etc.) so necessary for the highly 
instrumentalized organization of a capitalist society.143 In this scenario, the artist, Lebel believed, 
acted as a conduit for the unleashing of inhibited drives, unifying these as a single collective 
enunciation. However, as seen with Le Coq, Lebel could not flout taboos without resorting to the 
spectacular objectification of bodies—particularly women’s—in a manner that reinforced 
traditional gender norms as well as essentializing views of womanhood. The majority of the acts 
constituting 120 minutes, for instance, centered on women in highly passive, objectifying, or 
simply shocking situations (fig. 13-15). 144  Reclined on an altar, Goldfarb, for instance, became 
the inert matter over which Lebel officiated in order to mark his position of power (no matter 
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how parodic). Her body was then treated as nothing more than an object, a tantalizing surface on 
which cream was smeared and subsequently licked off. Male-control over women’s infantilized 
and dispossessed bodies finally reached a climax when Lebel and artist Bob Benamou spanked 
the bottoms of two half-naked women (fig. 15). Lebel’s language regarding Déchirex’s cast of 
nude women was also revelatory. He describes the woman flinging spaghetti off her naked body 
as “a hysterical sculpture”—an undeniably objectifying and misogynistic designation. He can 
hardly contain his prurient interest in one “superb girl with long blond hair, naked,” who was 
provocatively riding a motorcycle.145 The only dressed female figure in Déchirex was a little girl. 
Nevertheless, she performed a form of conceptual striptease when she described in minute detail 
the physical changes brought on by her impending puberty. (All the male participants in this 
happening remained clothed, however.) Not incidentally, photographs of Lebel’s happenings 
evince a relentless focus on women’s body parts, betraying the persistence of a penetrating male 
gaze (fig. 16).146  
In sum, as much as Lebel genuinely believed that the collective effervescence of his 
mythic communal events could blur all the conceptual binaries subtending a hyper-rationalized 
capitalistic society, his happenings could not wholly disentangle themselves from the sexist 
attitudes of their patriarchic context. They could not fully produce an ideological vacuum in 
which a collective défoulement could neutrally reshuffle all categories. Ultimately, their sexual 
activity and transgressions were more effective at épater les bourgeois than liberating subjects 
from heterosexist and masculinist hierarchies. The inability of these events to annul a still 
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patriarchal and misogynistic culture was exemplified terrifyingly when Lebel presented Carolee 
Schneemann’s 1964 reiteration of Meat Joy at the First Festival of Free Expression in Paris. 
During this performance, a deranged man attacked Schneemann.147 He strangled her and hit her 
head against the wall, as irresponsive spectators looked on, mistaking the brutality against 
Schneemann for another bizarre but perhaps all too typically misogynistic aspect of 
happenings.148  
When asked about Lebel decades later, Minujín tempered his radicalism and questioned 
his commitment to overturn all social conventions by describing him as “a bourgeois with 
connections, wealth, and power, much more than me and others.”149 Minujín was not the only 
Argentine artist who saw Lebel as falling short of his declared revolutionary goals. Masotta 
balked at the lasciviousness of the French artist’s work and doubted that the liberation of 
instincts was an effective panacea for all societal ills. Compared to Argentine happenings, 
French ones, he writes, are “dark, scandalous, expressionist” as well as hopelessly retrograde in 
their preservation of theater’s passively voyeuristic audience.150  
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Yet Minujín did not reject the transformative power of erotic transgressions altogether. 
While in Paris, she began Los eróticos en technicolor, a series of soft sculptures that retooled the 
anthropomorphic qualities and supple materials of her informalist sculptures to transform the 
gender divisions and power dynamics left unexamined by Lebel’s happenings. Los eróticos 
framed, addressed, and activated participants in a way that bypassed the male gaze—all gazes, in 
fact—and, concomitantly, checked the spectacularization of the body, which characterized 
Lebel’s art.  
The first works of this series were sculptures that hung from the ceiling either against 
walls or freely in space, like tantalizing piñatas awaiting contact (fig. 17-18). Some were hung 
from springs, which caused them to bounce around like “monstrous harlequins,” as one critic 
notes.151 Minujín covered the surface of these hanging sculptures with hand painted stripes of 
green, yellow, blue, pink and red—eupeptic colors appropriated from a miniskirt that she had 
glimpsed in a store window.152 The mini skirt of the sixties was, indubitably, an icon of the 
sexual revolution and a symbol for an increasingly liberated female sexuality.153 Through color, 
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Los eróticos thus celebrated their origins in such a gendered object connotative of women’s 
power and libido. Yet this backstory suggesting an incipient feminism was not immediately 
apparent to those contemplating Los eróticos’ rainbow of neon colors. What was ostensible, 
however, was the chromatic supremacy of hot pink—a color so rare in the fine arts that Mike 
Kelley devotes a brief but trenchant essay to its “perverse” and “unserious” nature. Pink, he 
explains, is simply “too loaded with cultural associations from outside the art context to sit 
comfortably within it.”154 These associations, Kelley concludes, fall within the realm of the 
feminine, making the hue anathema to the patriarchic domain of art; it is “used in fine art as a 
weapon,” he warns.155 Minujín’s liberal use of this uncommon and irritating color immediately 
signaled, even from afar, Los eróticos’ willful amplification of a disruptively feminine aura. The 
overall flushness of these works also alluded to the very carnality of the body—the ruddy skin 
that miniskirts conceal as much as flaunt—to which they appealed. (Pink’s denotation of flesh, in 
fact, becomes overt in Minujín’s porno-inspired Pop paintings of the seventies, whose close-ups 
of genitalia are exclusively rendered in various shades of rose (fig. 19)).156  
Los eróticos’ materials and method of production complicated these associations to 
womanhood. Encouraged by de Saint Phalle, an outspoken feminist, Minujín decided to make 
her Eróticos not by collecting found (i.e., mass-produced) mattresses but, rather, by turning to 
what is derogatorily known as “women’s work.”157 Going against the mass-manufactured finish 
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of the Pop aesthetic she had embraced through her use of vivid, commercial colors, Minujín cut 
and sewed by hand various strips of canvas into irregular shapes, which she subsequently filled 
with synthetic stuffing. This laborious, gendered, and pre-industrial process of production should 
not to be mistaken as a reinforcement of traditional, heteronormative roles commonly associated 
with needlework. According to Julia Bryan-Wilson, sewing has long served as a vehicle for 
feminist resistance as well as populist politics (as best exemplified by the theories of William 
Morris).158 The ambiguity of handicraft—what Bryan-Wilson views as the inherent “instability 
of textiles’ relationality”—pointed to the carnivalesque modus operandi of Los eróticos.159 On 
one level, Minujín’s sculptures disrupted received notions of what was “high” and “low” by 
insisting that their coarse hemlines and overall homespun, folky quality be taken as fine art. On 
another, these sculptures’ artistic and unorthodox repurposing of sewing checked this craft’s 
prevalent evocations of women as demure hobbyists, exploitable textile workers, or devoted 
wives and mothers.  
Significantly, Los eróticos’ lavish use of cloth—a material almost perpetually enveloping 
the human body—prompted a haptic response. This appeal to the body turned into a filliping of 
the drives as form came into play. The hanging Los eróticos were convoluted knots of oblong 
and plump sacks that, though resolutely abstract, evoked a series of human body parts through 
allusion and metaphor (not indexicality or metonymy, as with Minujín’s earlier, informalist 
sculptures). Similarly to Claes Oldenburg’s contemporaneous soft sculptures (sewn by his often 
uncredited first wife Patti Mucha), the suspended Los eróticos acquired an anthropomorphic 
quality through the effects of gravity; their drooping or stretched cloth suggested skin’s ability to 
be both saggy and taught (fig. 20). According to Minujín, their dangling, curved forms “have a 
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certain phallic quality,” but also evoked a string of fleshy appendages: breasts, testicles, love-
handles, bellies, legs, etc.160 Discerning this, an Argentine critic pronounces that Minujín’s 
interlacing forms are “vaguely perverse.”161 The artist certainly emphasizes the organicity of Los 
eróticos by describing them as “inflated paintings” that balloon into the space of the viewer, like 
living beings pregnant with energy or animated by the breath of life.162 Dynamic, even dizzying, 
striations approaching the optical kinetics of Cruz-Diez and Otero—recall that both collaborated 
with Minujín in her studio show of 1963—further enlivened these agglomerations of part-
objects.163  
While the readymade was a reference point for La destrucción, here another aspect of 
Duchamp’s oeuvre—its recurring play with the part-object and irreverent libidinizing of vision—
was taken up by Los eróticos’ hyperbolic renditions of the phallus as a proliferating and ever-
mutating part-object adverse to the good gestalt of much modern art. It is in this proto-feminist 
distortion of the phallic symbol and repudiation of sublimating modernist forms that the anti-
patriarchic destructivity of Los eróticos emerged. In this respect, these sculptures were akin to 
key works of the 1960s, most notably those of Eva Hesse and Yayoi Kusama, which as argued 
																																																								
160 Interview with Minujín, Feb. 14., 2014. 
161 “Arte: La feria que vende bailes y gestos,” Primera Plana (Buenos Aires), September 15, 1964, p. 45.   
162 Minujín created in 2017 Sculpture of Desires, a pneumatic version of her Eróticos in Buenos Aires’s Plaza de la 
República del Perú..  
163 Though at times phallic, these protrusions were ambiguous forms, which, as suggested by the artist’s view of 
them as inflated and engorged, could easily evoke other body parts, most notably the breast. Following Freud, 
Melanie Klein develops the notion of “part-objects” or objets partiels as fragments of a lost whole or totality—the 
paradigmatic example being the breast as a fantasy or part representative of the lost mother. It is in this sense that I 
here use the term part-objects. However, Lacan later reformulates the Kleinian part-object as the objet petit a, the 
unattainable object of desire. And Ernesto Laclau, as will be discussed towards the end of this chapter, sees the 
partial object through Joan Copjec’s Deleuzian re-reading of Lacan in which “the partial object is not a part of a 
whole but a part which is whole [Laclau’s emphasis].” Ernesto Laclau, On Populist Reason (New York: Verso, 
2007), 113. In other words, to Copjec, the partial object is not a representation of a lost totality. It is instead a 
substitute for or embodiment of that totality. (Copjec, Imagine There Is No Woman: Ethics and Sublimation, 
(Cambridge, MA: The MIT Press, 2002), 43) Copjec thus approaches Deleuze and Guattari’s understanding of the 
partial object (objets partiaux) as objects that know no lack and enter into indirect syntheses or interactions with 
desiring-machines (Deleuze and Guattari, Anti-Oedipus, 45-47). Contrary to the hanging Eróticos, Minujín’s 
penetrable Eróticos, as will be discussed, were not based in the logic of the part-objects but, rather, operated as 




by Mignon Nixon, critique phallocentrism through their dedifferentiation of the phallus.164 Like 
much of this suggestive post-minimalist art, which Lucy Lippard denominates Eccentric 
Abstraction, Los eróticos emphasized the sensuous; embraced incongruous, biomorphic forms; 
and employed unconventional (and frequently supple) materials. This connection is far from 
coincidental, since Lippard conceptualized Eccentric Abstraction by, in part, looking at 
Argentine art, specifically the work of Emilio Renart, whose erotic sculptures were, at the time, 
often discussed and exhibited jointly with Minujín’s Los eróticos.165 Forming part of the 
constellation of works informing Eccentric Abstraction, Los eróticos elicited the kind of bodily 
empathy or projection that Lippard describes as a “mindless, near visceral identification with 
form.”166 
However, the erotic, enlivened dimension characterizing Eccentric Abstraction never 
overpowers the work of art. Instead, Lippard argues, “energy is repressed, or rather imprisoned,” 
so that “the [sexually] evocative element” is “firmly subjugated.”167 Lippard must insist on 
Eccentric Abstraction’s ability to remain “neutralized” and “formally understated” in order to 
preserve the work of art’s “unique sense of wholeness.”168 Her conclusion is emphatic on this 
point:  
																																																								
164 Mignon Nixon, “Posing the Phallus,” October 92 (Spring 2000): 98-127.  
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being developed in Argentina and mentions by name only one artist, Emilio Renart, a close peer of Minujín’s. 
Renart and Minujín were the two finalists for the Di Tella’s 1964 National Prize, which Minujín ultimately wins 
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center of much controversy throughout the early sixties, since the suggestive nature of their work shocked the local 
public. (King, 97.) Though in Paris in 1963, she stayed in touch with Renart, who describes in letters his “monsters” 
to her. (See Renart’s letter to Minujín. February 14, 1963. Marta Minujín archives. Correspondence folder.) 
Considering these two artists’ close association, it seems unlikely that Lippard would have known of Renart’s work 
in 1966 without discovering Minujín. The critic certainly encounters Minujín’s art in 1968 while in Argentina as a 
juror for an art competition at the Museo Nacional de Bellas Artes of Buenos Aires. Photos of Importacion 
published in Marta Minujín Obras 1959-1989 (p. 82) show Lippard inside the 1968 environment.   
166 Lucy Lippard, “Eccentric Abstraction,” in Changing Essays in Art Criticism (New York: E.P. Dutton & Co., Inc. 
1971), 102. 
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The artists discussed here reject the arbitrary in favor of a single form that unites image, 
shape, metaphor, and association, confronting the viewer as a whole, an undiluted 
aesthetic sensation, instead of as a bundle of conflicting or balanced parts. Evocative 
qualities are suppressed to subliminal level without benefit of a Freudian clergy. Sensual 
aspects are, perversely, made unpleasant or minimized. Metaphor is freed from subjective 
bonds. Ideally, a bag remains a bag and does not become a uterus.169 [Emphasis mine] 
 
As inharmonious clusters of bizarrely unique parts, Los eróticos, by contrast, eschewed the unity 
and “formal neutralization or paralysis” of Eccentric Abstraction.170 Tellingly, the structural 
hierarchy evident in their immediate sculptural antecedent—Minujín’s hanging soft sculpture La 
Poupée [The Doll]—was deliberately dismantled (fig. 21). In lieu of La Poupée’s distinct head 
and central torso, Los eróticos offered batches of parts seemingly detached from such a core. 
Inspired by the nonsensical and aleatory juxtapositions of happenings, Minujín avoided the 
relational logic of most syntactically arranged sculptures. Her Eróticos also resisted the 
repetition and sense of order present in, most notably, the systematized arrangements of 
Minimalism, which heavily informed Lippard’s reading.171 In fact, Minujín viewed her art as 
diametrically opposed to Minimalism and opted to work with soft materials well into the 1970s 
in order to go against the hard-edge, serialized art of this period.172  
Eccentric Abstraction may have “stimulat[ed]…the rhythm of postorgasmic calm instead 
of ecstasy,” but Los eróticos sought to unleash the ecstasy of the erotic encounters preceding this 
calm.173 Minujín retroactively explains, for example, that her inhabitable works of this series 
																																																								
169 Ibid., 110 
170 Ibid., 100 
171 Ibid. Years later, Lippard concedes that “a Minimally and intellectually oriented culture” pushed her to read 
Eccentric Abstraction in a way that mitigated erotic “association[s] and negate[d] an area of experience” present in 
this type of art. Lucy Lippard, “The Women Artists’ Movement—What Next?,” in The Pink Glass Swan: Selected 
Essays on Feminist Art (New York: New Press, 1995), 83. 
172 Minujín, Vivências, 236. She describes Soft Gallery, her ambitious mattress environment of 1973, as a 
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“aim to liberate people from their inhibitions,” especially those curbing their drives.174 “To roll 
around [revolcarse] is an erotic thing,” she insists, “The Colchones Falsos [a.k.a. Los eróticos] 
are erotic in and of themselves.”175 In accordance with this purpose, the tangled sacks of the 
suspended Eróticos resembled at times the intertwined limbs of lovers—an association made 
explicit by the series’ later sculptures of the 2000s, which depict orgiastic piles of entangled 
sacks in the shape of human silhouettes (e.g. All The Lovely People, 2010). Los eróticos’ often-
suggestive individual titles—Love at First Sight and To Make Love Inconspicuously, among 
others—turned these allusions to erotic activities into unambiguous declarations or 




Minujín’s progression from the hanging to penetrable Los eróticos therefore represented 
a significant shift. No matter how suggestive, the suspended Los eróticos addressed their public 
in a fairly traditional manner, to wit, as an atomized audience of viewers. By contrast, the 
penetrable and hence far more interactive Los eróticos turned their viewers into participants who, 
crucially, became involved in the work’s “aesthetic field” not as monads but as couples or larger 
																																																								
174 Interview with artist, Feb. 14, 2014. There are various translations of this title, for the Spanish verb “revolcar” 
does not have an exact English equivalent. Others have translated Revuélquese y viva! as “wallow around” but this 
choice of words minimizes the dynamism evoked by revolcar.    
175 Interview with the artist, Feb. 14, 2014. Because Minujín makes the mattress-like bags of Los eróticos from 
scratch, she dubs them “Colchones Falsos” or “False Mattresses” so as to distinguish them from her informalist 
sculptures made from “real” (i.e., found, used, and machine-made) hospital mattresses. 
176 Minujín’s predilection for colloquialisms or lunfardo (Argentine argot) when titling her works, including 
Revuélquese y viva!, corresponds to Rabelais’ grotesque literary style, which wholeheartedly adopts the vernacular 
of the fairs and other types of folk jargon. See Mikhail Bakhtin, Rabelais and His World, trans. Hélène Iswolsky 




collectivities.177 In other words, Los eróticos envisioned their visiting subjects as desirous beings 
caught in a matrix of relationships, which significantly amplified, if not actualized, the erotic 
charge of their forms. One critic, for instance, writes that Revuélquese y viva! [Roll Around and 
Live!] was a “seductively moving” work, the source of “an invincible attraction.”178 Up to now, I 
have considered the hanging Los eróticos’ bundles of ambiguous protrusions as Kleinian part-
objects (objets partiels) that were phallic yet suggestive of a maternal body. With the penetrable 
Eróticos, however, the logic of the part-object was replaced with that of the Deleuzian partial 
object (objets partiaux), since the penetrable Los eróticos’ collective and libidinal games 
dissipated a Kleinian sense of lack.179 Rather than evoking a sense of loss for the absent totality 
of the maternal body, the work of art and its occupants together formed a productive desiring-
machine that came to embody this primordial plenitude. To better understand this aspect of the 
work, it is necessary to delve into the specifics of Minujín’s two most important penetrable 
sculptures of the Los eróticos series: La Chambre d’amour and Revuélquese y viva! 
In December of 1963, Minujín completed with the collaboration of Dutch artist Mark 
Brusse her first large-scale, inhabitable sculpture, La Chambre d’amour, for the exhibition Du 
Labyrinthe à la chambre d’amour, organized by Jean-Clarence Lambert at the Museum of Arts 
of Tokyo. The work was so important to Minujín that she repeatedly describes it in her letters as 
her “most prized dream” and the accomplishment of her lifetime.180 Photographs of the long-
destroyed work show a thick, rectangular wooden frame haphazardly covered by festive 
mattresses (fig. 22-23). Chains dangled in front of the chamber’s entrance and spikes jutted out 
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from the supporting wooden beams as if to defend the work’s interior, which contained a 
sculpture by Brusse as well as visitors (fig. 24-25). La Chambre d’amour thus created an 
intimate, cozy, and protective space—a sort of communal boudoir—where people were 
explicitly encouraged to engage in lovemaking and other intimate acts, such as sleeping and 
fantasizing. These appeals were persuasive. Before La Chambre d’amour was sent to Japan, a 
couple visiting the Salon de Nicolas L. Composée, where it was being temporarily exhibited, 
allegedly used the work as a proper love room. 
While such a tryst did not raise too many eyebrows in freethinking Paris, a similar work, 
Revuélquese y viva!, was met with much outrage in Argentina just a year later (fig. 26). To the 
dismay of the standpat Argentine public, this second inhabitable sculpture won the Di Tella’s 
prestigious National Prize of 1964. Revuélquese y viva!, as made clear by its imperative title, 
urged viewers to flout the decorum of most art venues so as to cavort around its cushioned 
cavity, which no longer included the possibly harmful chains, spikes, and wooden frame of La 
Chambre d’amour—hard, Sadean features that were Brusse’s trademark but not part of Minujín’s 
repertoire of forms.181 Compared to La Chambre d’amour, Revuélquese y viva! was composed of 
a greater number of soft forms, which could no longer be described as mattress-like. Tubular, 
irregular, and intricately interlaced, the curvilinear shapes of Revuélquese y viva! possessed a 
distinct organicity. They resembled the filaments of muscular tissue or the body’s various 
networks of veins, nerves, and intestines. Yet the scale of the work, coupled with its asymmetries 
and exaggerated colors, tinged this anthropomorphism with a slight monstrosity.   
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Mikhail Bakhtin’s theorization of the grotesque sheds light on these two environmental 
sculptures. Stemming from the medieval folk tradition of carnival humor, grotesque realism is a 
mode of representation centering on what Bakhtin calls “the material bodily principle,” that is, 
the lowly, fleshiness of the body, especially of its “lower stratum,” where sexual life and other 
bodily functions, such as digesting and defecating, take place.182 Significantly, the grotesque 
body is marked by a hyperbolism that nullifies any sense of enclosed wholeness—a chief aspect 
of Los eróticos, as already discussed.183 Always in a state of becoming, the grotesque body is 
never a complete or closed unit separated from the rest of the world but, rather, an open, fecund, 
and growing entity exceeding all limits.184 Above all, it is grotesque realism’s emphasis on the 
organism’s reproductive potential (copulation and conception, pregnancy, birth, etc.) and 
embrace of a formal lexicon of apertures, convexities or offshoots (genital organs, breasts, 
mouths, limbs, potbellies and pregnant wombs) that most clearly opens or extends the grotesque 
body into the world.		
In this sense, the porous, corporeal, and slightly off-putting structures and forms of both 
La Chambre d’amour and Revuélquese y viva! represented a contemporary reinvention of 
grotesque realism. Even the hanging Eróticos’ with their indecorous tentacular parts extending 
into space conformed to Bakhtin’s understanding of the grotesque as a pulsating, semi-monstrous 
aesthetic.185 Open and exclusively composed of tripe-like parts, Revuélquese y viva! epitomized 
grotesque realism’s treatment of the human body as a “building material” contiguous with its 
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environment.186 Strikingly, Minujín’s insistent statements—for instance, “The colchones falsos 
have life, are life”—parallel Bakhtin’s own underscoring of the unbridled vitality of the ever-
growing grotesque body.187  
Notably, both La Chambre d’amour and Revuélquese y viva! triggered similar chains of 
bodily allusions through their most prominent feature: their entrances. Tumescent and hot pink, 
the sacks forming the ovoid entrances of La Chambre d’amour and Revuélquese y viva! visually 
rhymed with female genitalia and recoded the internal space of the sculptures as uterine cavities. 
Within this symbolic space, the participant was framed as a symbiotically dependent fetus. 
Photographs of Revuélquese y viva! certainly delight in the way that people (especially, children) 
seem to merge with—but also emerge from—the structure’s womb-like orifice (fig. 27). Like 
newborns being pushed out into the world, heads, faces, and, at times, entire torsos peek through 
the central opening of Revuélquese y viva!. This aspect of both sculptures was also at work in the 
earliest and most rudimentary freestanding Eróticos, which Minujín created before collaborating 
with Brusse. Because only one person could enter these more modestly scaled works, they 
enclosed the body like an unwieldy armor or carapace. A photograph of Minujín inside one 
shows how the artist’s body inhabited the sculpture, extending out of it like a snail from its shell 
(fig. 28). In short, whereas the anthropomorphism of the suspended Eróticos triggered a 
projection of the body-ego, the penetrable Eróticos induced a destabilizing process of fusion 
between the work of art and its viewers. With these inhabitable works, the constancy of the art 
object traditionally defined in contradistinction to the coherent subject simply fell apart on both 
sides of the equation. 
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Consistent with the polyvocality of grotesque realism, the entrances of Revuélquese y 
viva! and La Chambre d’amour prompted other bodily associations. Depending on the 
directionality of visitors’ trajectories, Revuélquese y viva!’s rounder entrance could be seen as a 
cannibalistic mouth devouring its visitors or as an anus execrating people from its bowels. With 
spikes and chains bedecking its entrance, La Chambre d’amour conjured the castrating image of 
the vagina dentata. Thoroughly ambiguous, these uterine sculptures were life-giving wombs as 
much as they were, to use Bakhtin’s words, “bodily graves”—an eros/thanatos duality that is a 
key requisite of grotesque realism.188 But this refusal to fix woman is, as Bakhtin argues, a 
central operation of the grotesque, which turns woman into the very symbol of ambivalence and 
becoming.189 By the same token, the penetrable Eróticos were far from being in strict opposition 
to the masculine—an ambiguity that was completely absent from, for instance, Niki de Saint 
Phalle’s 1966 penetrable nana, titled Hon [She], and other Argentine erotic sculptures of this 
decade.190  
In this manner, Minujín’s penetrable sculptures offered a quintessentially grotesque 
image of the belly (and of all of its permutations: stomach, intestines, bowels, womb, bladder, 
etc.), where “life and death, birth, excrement and food are all drawn together and tied into one 
grotesque knot.”191 “This [belly] is,” Bakhtin explains, “the center of bodily topography in which 
the upper and lower stratum penetrate each other.”192 It is in this symbolic site that the grotesque 
performs its chief function by fusing high and low in a positive process of degradation and 
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materialization.193 “All forms of grotesque realism degrade, bring down to earth, turn their 
subject into flesh,” Bakhtin affirms.194  
Indeed, Revuélquese y viva! and La Chambre d’amour generated a process of degradation 
targeting not just the medium of sculpture or the category of art but their participants as well. 
This degradation of subjectivity was manifest in these works’ somatic address and concomitant 
attack on vision. To illustrate, Revuélquese y viva! completely overturned the viewer’s customary 
position of visual mastery as a disembodied and infallible eye by privileging a haptic, corporeal 
mode of perception. One addled reviewer reports, “[its] padded walls dance, the pavement 
articulated with hinges undulates under the feet.”195 Through its bewildering striations and 
confusing crisscrossing of stuffed parts, Revuélquese y viva! overwhelmed the eye while its 
floors further destabilized visitors, who became aware of themselves as clumsy, infantilized 
bodies reduced to groping and crawling. This undermining of the verticality required for a 
commanding view of one’s surroundings was also present in La Chambre d’amour. It, too, 
disrupted visitors’ upright equilibrium through a hidden mechanism that, once triggered by the 
presence of unsuspecting visitors, revolved the entire piece in place.196 Additionally, La 
Chambre d’amour’s accompanying instructions and sketches specified that its space should be 
used for four activities—lovemaking, dreaming, sleeping, and daydreaming—none of which 
were primarily optical in nature (what is more, all were usually undertaken supinely).  
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Here, Minujín inhibited the voyeuristic and scopophilic relationships maintained in 
Lebel’s happenings. Revuélquese y viva! and La Chambre d’amour’s irregular and narrow 
apertures seemed to promise a means through which to watch their occupants, yet these 
crevasses never allowed more than a few glimpses in a frustrating game of peek-a-boo. Since 
occupants were supposedly engaging in erotic activities, any attempts to view them acquired a 
shamefully voyeuristic quality and could not be done overtly. This dynamic amounted to a total 
transformation of art viewing, which since the Enlightenment had been conceived as 
disinterested, autonomous, and, hence, universal—a Kantian understanding of aesthetic 
experience that Clement Greenberg revived at the start of the sixties by linking the specificity of 
the visual arts to a disembodied “opticality.”197 With La Chambre d’amour and Revuélquese y 
viva!, however, even the viewers remaining outside the work of art could not maintain a 
disinterested visual relationship to it. In lieu of a transcendent encounter, La Chambre d’amour 
and Revuélquese y viva! produced a degrading “failed” encounter or “missed” visual experience, 
underlining viewers’ embarrassingly carnal position in relation to the work of art and its 
occupants.  
The degradation of the putative humanist ego, however, came to full fruition in the erotic 
activity that La Chambre d’amour and Revuélquese y viva! facilitated in their interiors. As 
argued by French intellectual and dissident Surrealist Georges Bataille, whose texts on eroticism 
Minujín discovered through Lebel, individuals are “discontinuous beings,” meaning 
fundamentally different subjects, isolated from one another.198 Yet this condition of discontinuity 
can be momentarily overcome through erotic activity, which “dissolves the separate beings that 
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participate in it [and] reveals their fundamental continuity, like the waves of a stormy sea.”199 
“Eroticism,” Bataille notes, “always entails a breakdown of established patterns, the patterns . . . 
of the regulated social order basic to our discontinuous mode of existence as defined and 
separate individuals.”200 Eroticism “destroys the self-contained character of participators” and 
any sense of self-possession characteristic of a stable individuality.201   
However, visitors to Revuélquese y viva! and La Chambre d’amour had no obligation to 
engage in actual erotic acts in order to glimpse the possibility of such a deconditioning and 
oceanic subjectivity. Bakhtin posits that somatic and ludic encounters, as seen in carnival, can 
dismantle the private, individualized psycho-physiological unit (i.e., the bourgeois ego of the 
modern era). In his view, the crowd of carnivals is: 
the people as a whole, but organized in their own way, the way of the people [Bakhtin’s 
emphasis]. It is outside of and contrary to all existing forms of the coercive 
socioeconomic and political organization, which is suspended for the time of the festivity 
. . . . [T]he crowd must be first of all concrete and sensual. Even the pressing throng, the 
physical contact of bodies, acquires a certain meaning. The individual feels that he is an 
indissoluble part of the collectivity, a member of the people’s mass body. In this whole 
the individual body ceases to a certain extent to be itself; it is possible, so to say, to 
exchange bodies, to be renewed . . . . At the same time, the people become aware of their 
sensual, material bodily unity and community.202 [My emphasis] 
 
Minujín’s goal to liberate libidinal energies through her grotesque and carnivalesque sculptures 
should therefore be understood not as an egocentric affirmation of uninhibited individuals but 
rather as the “degradation” of humanism’s coherent, monadic ego into an eroticized, non-
totalizing, and anti-hierarchic collective subjectivity perpetually in a state of flux. 
Such a reconstruction of subjectivity raised class issues. Pierre Restany, one of the jurors 
who awarded the National Di Tella prize to Minujín, views the conservative backlash against 
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Revuélquese y viva! through a socioeconomic lens, stating, “This [outrage] occurs because the 
public with an average intellectual level has preconceptions about art. I assure you this would not 
be happening if they were illiterate peasants, that is, if they had uncontaminated minds. They 
would like it.”203 Indeed, the ego-dissolution proposed by Revuélquese y viva! was most 
threatening to those who had the most to lose from such a radical leveling.  
 Moreover, these notions of an all-encompassing collective subjectivity overlapped with 
the previously discussed synthesis between visitors and uterine sculpture to evoke a mythic 
plenitude (Das Ding in Freud’s terminology), which psychoanalysis relates to the primordial 
mother, Freud’s Nebenmensch. Throughout their lives, Freud argues, individuals aspire in vain to 
return to this condition of maternal completeness. However, as Lacan contends, the jouissance 
that attaches the child to the mother is never totally lost but rather transferred to the partial object 
(objet petit a), defined not as a part of the lost maternal whole (this is Melanie Klein’s view) but 
rather as a totality in itself—“the name of a totality,” in Ernesto Laclau’s formulation.204 
Crucially, Laclau recognizes in the lost mother/child unity “the idea of a fullness” that, in the 
register of political theory, is the ideal of a fully reconciled society, “which unfulfilled [popular] 
demands constantly reproduce as the presence of an absence.”205 So although an impossibility, 
the utopian condition of societal plenitude becomes a motivating limit condition, while its partial 
object—a particular popular demand—operates as “the rallying point of passionate 
																																																								
203 “El Premio Di Tella a la Plástica Nacional,” 1964. Marta Minujín Archives. Press Folder 1960.   
204 Laclau, 114. Laclau discusses the partial object’s relationship to the Thing in great detail through the writings of 
Joan Copjec, who, building on Lacan, argues for the satisfaction of the drives in the partial object and emphasizes 
the partial object’s status as a part which is the whole. Unsurprisingly, Copjec reaches this conclusion by way of 
Gilles Deleuze, who, along with Félix Guattari, has been a vociferous critic of Melanie Klein’s view of the part 
object as fundamentally based in lack. See Gilles Deleuze and Félix Guattari, Anti-Oedipus: Capitalism and 
Schizophrenia (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1983).   




attachments.”206 Laclau ultimately concludes: “The logic of the objet petit a and the hegemonic 
logic [of populism] are not just similar: they are simply identical.”207 
 Returning to Revuélquese y viva! with this identity in mind, one can see that the work 
articulated a conception of the social—a completely de-hierarchized collective plenitude—as a 
horizon for which it, the work of art, was the partial object. As such, Revuélquese y viva! 
provoked a “radical investment”—Laclau’s terminology for a collective affective bond—in the 
utopian notion that it embodied.208 Laclau specifies, “The need to constitute a ‘people’ (a plebs 
claiming to be a populus) arises only when that [societal] fullness is not achieved, and partial 
objects within society (aims, figures, symbols) are so cathected that they become the name of its 
absence.”209 Although not explicitly political, Revuélquese y viva! nevertheless operated through 
a hegemonic logic with political repercussions. As a partial object functioning no differently than 
a particular social demand in the political sphere, Revuélquese y viva! primed Minujín’s viewers 
for the dynamics of a populist politics, marking the artist’s shifting understanding of affect (or 
radical investment) as essential to the creation of a populist collective agency.    
Revuélquese y viva!’s naming of an alternate social organization is suggested its title, 
since, when not used reflexively, the Spanish word “revolcar” means to knock down or 
overthrow. The term, in fact, possesses the same Latin root (revolvere) as “revolution.” In 
Spanish, Revuélquese y viva!’s title therefore served as more than an imperative to engage in 
erotic or ludic behavior; it was also an implicit call for change and subversion, emphasizing the 
work’s disruptive role as a partial object capable of conjuring an unachievable yet inspiring 
																																																								
206 Ibid., 116. The particular demand as a partial object should not to be misconstrued as “an ersatz” or “a second-
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207 Ibid. 
208 Laclau clarifies, “Affect (that is, enjoyment) is the very essence of investment, while its contingent character 
accounts for the ‘radical’ component of the formula.” More circularly, he also defines radical investment as the  
“making an object the embodiment of a mythical fullness.” Laclau, 115. 




utopia. Significantly, “revolcar” also educes a sense of chaotic and perpetual movement 
(revolvere is the Latin verb “to revolve”) and suggests not the final and absolute negation of the 
established order as much as its reversible capsizing—an impermanent inversion, which falls 
short of total opposition but still conjures the possibility of another way of life. “The essence of 
the grotesque is precisely to present a contradictory and double-faced fullness of life,” Bahktin 
reminds us.210 Los eróticos were thus ambivalent in their precarious reconfiguration of social 
relations through the regenerative power of collective laughter, carnivalesque play, and erotic 
abandon. One thing is apparent, however: their deliberate eschewal of the negativity and satirical 
intent characterizing Lebel’s happenings. In comparison, Lebel’s modern reformulation of 
carnivalesque play simply lacked reformative potential and thus failed to evoke in its “negation 
of negation” a positive alternative to the status quo—an alternative capable of triggering and 
sustaining cathectic investments. 211 
 La destrucción and Los eróticos series therefore represented two distinct but related 
responses to the neo-avant-garde practices Minujín encountered in Paris. While La destrucción 
articulated Minujín’s skepticism of the ritualism and immediacy prized by French as well as U.S. 
happenings, Los eróticos continued to pursue the dream of an emancipatory, libidinal, and 
immediate collective experience, which Lebel’s happenings fell short of delivering in Minujín’s 
eyes. In a reversal of the American trajectory from painting and installation to action-based art, 
Minujín reconsidered sculpture in environmental terms out of a desire to provide an anti-visual 
stage for the kind of non-matrixed actions usually belonging to happenings. As affect-fueled, 
“happening-machines” or, more specifically, desiring-machines the penetrable Eróticos, 
																																																								
210 Bakhtin, 62. 
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especially Revuélquese y viva!, signaled the advent of Minujín’s populist utopianism, as seen in 
Minujín’s later, multimedia environments.212 The artist’s intention to create immersive works 
employing a heterogeneous mix of technological mediums, including film, was already legible in 
Los eróticos’ glowing colors, which belied these works’ handmade, preindustrial facture by 
simultaneously referencing Technicolor cinema and television’s colorful pixelated images.213 
Unsurprisingly, in the immediate aftermath of Revuélquese y viva!, Minujín’s first happenings in 
Argentina appropriated much from film and once again questioned the possibility of an art of 
immediacy within a society permeated by spectacle.   
  
																																																								
212 Deleuze and Guattari, Anti-Oedipus, 26, 32, 36, 42. Desiring-machines to Deleuze and Guattari are systems of 
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certain key respects, they are quite similar to Bakhtin’s proliferating grotesque body in that they exist in a state of 
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corresponds to what I have been describing as the crux of Los eróticos, “Art often takes advantage of this property 
of desiring-machines by creating veritable group fantasies in which desiring-production is used to short-circuit 
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only displace the ego (i.e., “discharge [the subject] of personal identity but not of his singularities”) but also have the 
potential to link up with “revolutionary institutions” and change the social field (Anti-Oedipus, 63). 
213 Through the mention of Technicolor in its title, Los eróticos series makes its relationship to film explicit. 
However, Technicolor cinema is inextricably linked to another medium, television, since color cinema is developed 
in large part to redouble film’s mass appeal as a result of the proliferation of television sets, which quickly poses an 
existential threat to cinema. McLuhan comments on this phenomenon, “The fact is that Technicolor is the closest the 
movie can get to the effect of the TV image. Technicolor greatly lowers photographic intensity and creates, in part, 
the visual conditions for participant viewing.” Marshall McLuhan, Understanding Media: The Extensions of Man 
(Cambridge, Mass.: The MIT Press, 1994), 293. Technicolor, in other words, cools off the hot medium of film. 
Through their striated surfaces, participatory nature, and overall box-like structure, Los eróticos are deliberately 
evoking the “groove tube” and its mosaic screen. By walking into a penetrable Eróticos, visitors step into not just a 
symbolic womb but also an overwhelming and haptic televisual site, thereby concretizing McLuhan’s notion of in-
depth, tactile involvement. Los eróticos thus conflate cinema and television, the body and technology, in a manner 
that is typical of Pop. They also suggest that even in the early sixties, a collective self could not be envisioned 




Chapter Three: Early Happenings: Into the Mass Media 
 
When Minujín returned to Buenos Aires towards the end of 1963, Argentina was 
undergoing significant economic and cultural transformations indicative of the rapidity with 
which an economy of the spectacle was taking hold of the country.1 To illustrate, by 1964, 
consumer demand for television sets exploded, causing Argentina to have more TVs per 1,000 
inhabitants than France, Mexico, and Brazil.2 Along with the introduction of new 
communication technologies, the country simultaneously witnessed the ascendency of many 
influential publishing houses and periodicals such as Primera Plana (modeled after Time 
magazine), which further accelerated the circulation of information.3 With such new platforms at 
its disposal, the advertising industry experienced a boom. Through a panoply of billboards, 
glossy magazine ads, radio jingles, and TV commercials, it aggressively marketed a wide-range 
of newly imported consumer products (cars, home appliances, jeans, rock music, etc.) to an 
expanding urban population.4 Though swift in their reconfiguration of everyday life, these shifts 
unfolded in Argentina somewhat belatedly in comparison to Europe and the U.S., thereby giving 
artists, especially those who had traveled abroad, ample time to reflect on their import. Minujín 
quickly responded to her changing context with her first happenings in Argentina. These were 
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not performed for a coterie of artists, as had been the case with La destrucción. Instead, her 
happenings aimed to reach the region’s nascent mass of information consumers by mobilizing 
circuits of mass communication, especially television’s. 
Certainly, her interest in film predisposed her to work with television, given that the two 
were often linked or conflated by artists in the sixties, especially those working within a Pop 
vein. The then widely popular ideas of Marshall McLuhan, an important intellectual influence 
on Minujín, also began positioning television as a medium more central to contemporary culture 
than film. Yet Minujín’s jump into television would have been unimaginable without her visit to 
Paris, where, since the 1950s, artists such as the informalist Georges Mathieu had been carefully 
filming their creative processes for the media. Under the influence of Restany, who never ceased 
to pursue publicity, the Nouveau Réalistes, especially de Saint Phalle, were frequently featured 
on both the small and big screens. As Cabañas discerns, some of Nouveau Réalisme’s leading 
figures, such as Yves Klein and Jean Tinguely, began tailoring their art to these media formats.5 
Minujín’s decision to create happenings for the mass media can therefore be seen as an amalgam 
of the different art forms and practices she had encountered in Paris, namely the filmed and 
televised performative experiments of the Nouveau Réalistes and the happenings of Lebel (who, 
ironically, abhorred the media and its effects at this point in time). 
In 1964, Minujín’s first happening in Argentina, La cabalgata [Cavalcade], unfolded 
entirely on national television. After winning the prestigious Instituto Torcuato Di Tella 
National Prize of that year, Minujín appeared on the prime-time television show La campana de 
cristal [The Crystal Bell] as a special guest to be interviewed by host Augusto Bonardo (fig. 1). 
After a few minutes of banter, Minujín, with total disregard for the planned program, asked 
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Bonardo if he wanted to see a happening. Unfamiliar with the term, Bonardo reluctantly 
consented. The happening began with an innocuous scene: Minujín painting a canvas in a 
gestural manner. But her actions quickly intensified into a vicious attack of the freshly executed 
abstract painting.6 To the host’s dismay, Minujín then ushered in a parade of outlandish figures: 
bodybuilders with balloons, rock musicians, loose chickens, and horses with paintbrushes and 
buckets of paint affixed to their tails and flanks (fig. 2 and 3). Before a flabbergasted well-to-do 
audience, wearing their best ensembles, the bodybuilders popped their balloons; feathers flew; 
Minujín danced “like a Sioux;” musicians played their instruments; and the ponies, bucking and 
rearing, splashed paint on the set and all those present. Scandalized by the pandemonium, 
Bonardo squawked, “Cut! Cut! Get this crazy woman out of here.” 7  The network responded 
immediately by interrupting the live broadcast on Channel 7.  
Unlike the happenings Minujín had witnessed in France, La cabalgata was specially 
conceived for television and played with characteristics specific to this medium. Minujín devised 
a type of content that deliberately attacked the form or flow of television, rendering the 
network—the immaterial and invisible orchestrating system behind the illusory ontological unity 
of the TV set’s image—visible in its failure to predict, regulate, and record the events unraveling 
on the show. The happening now encompassed more than just a sequence of loosely 
choreographed actions (i.e., the parade of performers on the set of La campana de cristal); the 
work of art had expanded to include its own dissemination as well as its breach in TV’s 
seemingly omniscient coverage of reality.  
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To this end, La cabalgata amplified the coercive and aggressive treatment of participants 
that was a common yet fairly understated feature of many North American and European 
happenings. Reflecting on her first happenings just two years later, Minujín acknowledged, “I 
was convinced that aggression was a form of participation.”8 Her use of aggression almost 
jeopardized the participatory nature of happenings. As Jorge Glusberg notes, La cabalgata 
hardly seemed to count as a happening because “the public did not participate directly in the 
action.”9 Instead, the seated audience was the passive target of La cabalgata’s assaults, which 
embroiled it in the general havoc. This forced involvement did not create a state of unified 
collaboration where “desires and hopes and languages and impulses merge into one collective 
voice,” as with Lebel’s happenings.10 Rather, La cabalgata preserved the state of separation that 
Debord considers to be “the alpha and omega of the spectacle.”11 It reinforced the dichotomy 
between privileged elites (the celebrities and fortunate bourgeois audience on TV) and a greater 
mass (the audience at home), which already structured the reception of the TV show. (Just two 
years later, Minujín envisioned yet another anti-relational happening, titled Separation of 
Classes, which would segregate individuals according to their defining social roles and 
appearances.)12 A guerilla-style intervention, La cabalgata—in an uncanny prefiguration of the 
1966 Up-Tight performances by Andy Warhol, especially his unexpected takeover of David 
Susskind’s TV program—shocked its studio audience out of a passive state of contemplation 
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and simultaneously revealed the bourgeois norms and order reinforced by the show’s 
consumption.13  
However, Cabalgata also inverted this stratification of viewers. With Minujín as usurper, 
the host was no longer in a position of power or centrality. Because of the onslaught of 
performers, the usually coveted seats of the live audience were turned into an unappealing and 
hazardous frontline. Normally, the televised audience in the studio functioned as a stand-in for 
the home viewers, who were supposed to internalize the primary audience’s position of privilege. 
La cabalgata, however, checked this process of projection by turning the primary audience into 
an object of ridicule for the amusement of the secondary audience, who, rather than being at the 
bottom of the hierarchy of viewership, was now safe and omniscient in its detached position 
conducive to the petty sadism of schadenfreude. By turning the social order on its head, La 
cabalgata remained true to the carnivalesque connotations of its title. 
La cabalgata’s successful assault on the orderliness or smoothness of television’s 
transmission was, however, a pyrrhic victory for the happening as a genre. Through its 
infiltration of television, the piece deliberately undercut the immediacy of its constitutive, un-
matrixed actions. For the audience at home (i.e., the majority of the work’s public), the 
happening’s various scenes were nothing more than flattened, televised images. The event’s most 
jarring and multi-sensorial aspects (e.g., the smell of the horses, the feel of splashing wet paint, 
the jolting sound of balloons popping, etc.) were completely attenuated, if not eliminated, by the 
broadcast. Because television was still in black and white, the colorless images of La cabalgata 
could not even fully stimulate the public’s sense of vision. The evident discrepancy between the 
experience of the studio audience and that of spectators at home demonstrated the mediating 
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power of television. To be sure, La cabalgata broke the preconceived formula of the show, thus 
momentarily subverting the illusion of spontaneity, authenticity, and candidness constructed by 
the program’s “live” filming. Yet the happening highlighted a new problem, suggested by the 
TV’s dilution of the happening and the network’s swift reassertion of control over the derailed 
show: how can lived, interpersonal experience, which was fetishized by TV yet easily 
cannibalized by the hyper-mediation of new networks of communication technologies, continue 
to be the basis for the happening’s efficacy as an emancipatory art form, given the 
encroachments of widespread mediatization?  
Minujín’s 1965 performance, Leyendo las noticias en el Río de la Plata [Reading the 
News in the Río de la Plata, addressed this problem pointedly (fig. 4). Minujín summarizes the 
piece in the following way:  
I went to the boardwalk along the river with a lamp. I started reading the newspaper and 
wrapping myself in all the papers, as if the news were swallowing me up, sucking me in. 
Then I went in the water and the newspaper dissolved. The idea was how art dissolves in 
the news, in the mass media.14  
 
The act of wrapping the human body was particularly meaningful to the artist. “In the 
happenings, people were always wrapping each other up in medical tape, rags or something. The 
idea was always to wrap myself up,” she explains.15 Sontag similarly notices the recurrence of 
such gestures, interpreting them as a form of objectification: “The people in the Happening are 
often made to look like objects, by enclosing them in burlap sacks, elaborate paper wrappings, 
shrouds, and masks.”16 This depersonalizing motif was present in La destrucción wherein 
Minujín was bound in ropes and cloth. Likewise, La cabalgata’s musicians were covered in tape. 
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However, in Leyendo, the wrapping of the body did more than effect the objectification of 
subjects; above all, it stressed the reification and enervation resulting from the news’ mediation 
of art. More specifically, the newspaper bandages, liquidated by Minujín’s bath, allegorized, as a 
synecdoche of the media, the latter’s dissolution of not just any art but of the happening in 
particular. The suggestion of protection and preservation, encapsulated by any material forming 
an outer shell or cover, was dramatically dispelled in Leyendo’s central scene. Minujín’s 
mummified appearance even suggested the artist’s and the work of art’s metaphorical death at 
the hands of the media. Nothing, it seemed, could protect the happening from spectacular 
recuperation.  
Minujín’s next happening in the region, Suceso plástico (1965) [Plastic Event], 
complicated the happening’s relationship to the media. For this piece set in Montevideo, two 
hundred or so participants were pushed through the gates of the new Luis Troccoli or “Peñarol” 
soccer stadium by a group of motorcyclists sounding police sirens. Corralled like sheep into a 
tight circle (approximately 50 meters in diameter) at the center of the soccer field, the frightened 
and discombobulated participants were then accosted by a series of performers recruited by 
Minujín (fig. 5). Twenty showgirls (prostitutes, according to certain accounts) foisted kisses on 
the male participants, while bodybuilders lifted children and female participants into the air. 
Fifteen overweight women rolled on the ground and chased after the muscular men, who 
themselves ran after floating balloons they had been instructed to pop. Throughout this sequence 
of forceful actions and pursuits, Bach’s “Mass in B Minor” reverberated in the stadium as twenty 
embracing couples were wrapped together with medical tape. Above it all, Minujín circulated in 
a helicopter, from which she threw flour, five hundred live chickens, and heads of lettuce onto 




minute long event by creating additional noise and a whirlwind of debris. In a final planned 
action, participants were pushed out of the stadium by an advancing row of performers.  
Focused on this fanfare, discussions of Suceso plástico always overlook that the 
compulsive character of this happening went beyond the physical treatment—the confining and 
assaulting—of participants in the stadium. Before performing Suceso plástico, Minujín’s arrival 
to Uruguay had been sensationalized in the news. A week before the happening, journalists had 
interviewed Minujín. They asked about her plans in the country and publicized the date and time 
of Suceso plástico’s realization. These newspaper articles also announced Minujín’s appearance 
on Uruguayan television. In fact, a few days before Suceso plástico, Minujín had performed on 
Channel 12’s Hogar Club another “visual event” or mini-happening, which functioned as a 
trailer for the main, upcoming event. As with the movies, this titillating preview had successfully 
heightened the Uruguayan public’s interest in Suceso plástico. Fomenting even more curiosity, 
the media deliberately portrayed Minujín’s art as outlandish—one news source even compared 
her work to UFOs—so as to draw large crowds to the Peñarol Stadium that weekend. On the 
Sunday morning of Suceso plástico’s occurrence, the morning edition of El País trumpeted the 
event one last time and “invited everyone to assist.”17 It was in large part thanks to this relentless 
media campaign that Minujín was able to easily enlist dozens of volunteer performers only three 
hours before the start of Suceso plástico. She further captured attention by parading through the 
streets in a truly carnivalesque caravan of wagons carrying her motley crew of participants.    
In fact, nothing about the media frenzy was due to happenstance. Because of her 
blockbuster piece La Menesunda, an environment that Minujín had co-created only a few months 
before Suceso plástico, the artist had just become (in)famous in the region. In response to her 
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newfound celebrity, the Museum of Modern Art of Montevideo and the Center of Arts and 
Letters of El País, one of Uruguay’s most circulated newspapers, invited Minujín to perform a 
happening in the country with the objective of replicating La Menesunda’s succès de scandale.18 
El País had much to gain from the uproar that Suceso plástico predictably sparked in the small, 
conservative city of Montevideo. As the primary news source for the happening, El País 
ultimately boosted its circulation and profits by enabling Suceso plástico to become the epicenter 
of a calculated media blitz. Recognizing this outcome, one journalist snidely concluded, “In the 
end, we do not doubt that, starting today, Marta Minujín’s name will be highly discussed in our 
taciturn and pretentious Montevideo.”19  
At first glance, Suceso plástico seemed to simply trap its participants on a soccer field. 
Yet it was the media circus accompanying and sponsoring Suceso plástico that truly captured 
widespread attention and shaped public opinion, luring a fraction of its mass audience to the 
Peñarol stadium. It was for this reason that Uruguayan newspapers as well as Minujín described 
Suceso plástico—a happening involving no more than 200 participants—as an “Art of Mass 
Participation.”20 By making its entrapment of subjects both physical and mental or, in other 
words, total, Suceso plástico instantiated and exaggerated what had only been symbolized by 
Leyendo’s encroachment of the artist’s body: the media’s ineluctable and absolute ensnaring of 
subjects. Of course, some participants were drawn to Suceso plástico in the hopes of 
experiencing fifteen minutes of fame, since the highly anticipated happening would be both 
filmed and photographed. Minujín writes in her outline of the piece that her participants “will be 
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photographed and filmed in an unparalled context” and hence fully intended for the presence of 
the media to operate as a lure.21 For this reason, she navigated her caravan to television studios 
from which she poached aspiring actors waiting to get into the Sunday programs. Certainly 
within the arts, the media were already beginning to exert significant influence on the careers of 
artists. The media, John King notes, had “the power to mold the reality of an artist or trend.” 22 
Minujín did not hesitate to appropriate this power for her own ends.	  
Participation in the majority of Minujín’s pieces thus truly began with the mediatization 
preceding and framing them. The artist’s later happenings and media art—Minucode, Circuit 
Superheterodyne, and Simultaneidad en simultaneidad, for example—all enticed their audiences 
through their widely disseminated advertisements. Some works (La cabalgata or Simultaneidad 
envolvente) selected spectators precisely because they were already consumers (or, in the case of 
the TV studios extras, components) of the media. Therefore, while North American and 
European happenings generated a violent objectification of their participants that operated 
primarily on a physical plane and was confined to these events’ temporal and spatial unfolding, 
Minujín’s happenings, although also tinged with such sadism, affected participants in a much 
more insidious and boundless cerebral register. These happenings’ parasitic relationship to the 
media allowed for the mental manipulation, not just the physical coercion, of participants—the 
latter being, in fact, the fruit of the former.  
It was also here that the main differences between Minujín’s coercive mode of 
participation and what Bishop identifies as the “social sadism” of later Argentine artists, such as 
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Masotta, Oscar Bony, and Graciela Carnavale, begins to emerge. While Minujín’s compulsive 
participation stemmed from a concern with spectacle culture and its relationship to art, human 
relations, and memory, the sadistic works of later Argentine artists possessed “economic 
overtones” and functioned, according to Bishop, as “poetic analogues for political repression,” 
that is, as meditations on ethical questions raised by an authoritarian situation.23  
Further, Masotta’s social sadism drew on Lacanian psychoanalysis and Sadean thought, 
as Bishop points out.24 Accordingly, its concerns were “the subject of control,” the “question of 
guilt,” “psychological distance,” and, more generally, “the psychic mechanism of sadism.”25 The 
violence of Minujín’s work, however, was of a different (i.e., less analytical) nature, based in 
psychic entrapment, physical immersion, sensorial overload, confusion, shock, and unnerving 
mnemonic echoes. This distinct approach to coercion and aggression reflects Minujín’s 
familiarity with McLuhan’s popular ideas on art and the media as well as her growing interest in 
new technologies—a subject entirely absent from Masotta’s paradigmatically sadistic piece Para 
inducir el espíritu de la imagen [To Induce the Spirit of the Image]. McLuhan argues:  
[Artists] pull out the connections. They involve their public totally in images that are 
often revolting and irrational and so on. But this technique is to update sensibilities. 
Violence is a form of identity quest and the updating is often in the form of artistic 
violence. Any art movement or discovery that has any real core in it enrages people.26   
 
Elsewhere, McLuhan expounds on the critical function of such artistic violence, “The danger . . . 
of becoming a servo mechanism of our own environment by adjustment is headed off by the 
artist who creates violent new images to dislocate our sensibilities.”27 Minujín’s amplification of 
the aggression present in North American happenings fulfilled this McLuhanesque artistic 
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function by amplifying the media’s captivation and maneuvering of a mass audience to the point 
of exposing it.  
 Yet Suceso plástico went even further in its “reprogramming,” to use McLuhan’s 
preferred terminology, of a society increasingly defined by mediatization. Minujín’s hyperbolic 
rendition of the media’s seemingly ineluctable manipulations was in tension with the 
interventionist possibilities emerging, paradoxically, from Suceso plástico’s strong-arming of 
participants. By the time Minujín signaled the end of Suceso plástico, many of the frantic 
participants had begun running away from the mayhem. According to unconfirmed rumors, 
which nevertheless give us a sense of the public’s perception of the bedlam, one particularly 
maddened participant killed a chicken during the happening so as to “paint” with its blood.28 
Minujín recalled years later, “I was frightened when the action got underway. Anything at all 
could have ensued. I was scared because the situation became violent.”29 But although Minujín 
was taken aback by the escalation of the violence in Suceso plástico, the work’s coercive 
approach and resulting antagonisms were an essential and, to a certain degree, calculated aspect 
of her happenings. Before Suceso plástico, she explained to journalists that “the public’s 
individual relationship to the action and [the visual event] generally has a compulsive 
character.”30 Her notes for Suceso plástico also detail that, thanks to the work’s sequence of 
events and architectural set up, “people were obligated to enter [the stadium]” and to participate 
in the work.31 This is an aspect of her happenings that she remembered even years later, “I 
started to be interested in the realization of happenings in which I moved people to participate in 
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a compulsive manner, through detonating trigger mechanisms [my emphasis].”32 As made clear 
by Minujín’s choice of words, which liken her art to a battlefield rigged with mines, shock was a 
desired means and end of her art. Her notes further elaborate: “The live situations [of Suceso 
plástico], through contrast, disassociation, and the speed with almost no quotidian time, provoke 
a type of shock, removing the spectator from his or her inertia.”33  
Division, coercion, entrapment, and, ultimately, shock enabled Minujín to extend the 
temporality of an otherwise ephemeral art form and to open the work of art to chance or, more 
specifically, to the nonintentionality of other “authors.” Once released from Minujín’s perturbing 
and unforgettable happenings, stupefied participants, the artist hoped, would experience a 
complex mnemonic response: 
 
It [Suceso plástico] incentivizes the imagination, generally dulled by slogans, propaganda 
and the routine of daily work. The event occurs and finishes, then memory fulfills its 
mission, it deforms and recreates. Not able to return to the object, it adds new elements. 
This is why it is important that the work destroy itself, in this way one avoids the 
disillusionment that a posterior confrontation could signify.34  
 
This delayed processing of shock approaches Freud’s notion of Nachträglichkeit or 
contemporary understandings of post-traumatic stress disorders.35 Yet the après-coup of 
Minujín’s art sought to be productive, not stunting. It turned the participant into an unwitting but 
active embellisher or co-creator of the work, which, as a result, could never reach any sort of 
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semantic finitude. Meaning was divided across viewers’ various experiential accounts as well as 
deferred through memory’s endless elaborations, forming an “accumulation of fantastic facts.”36  
Minujín’s other statements stress that the locus of her art extended beyond the materials 
or events of her happenings, encompassing this deferred and warping mnemonic process over 
which the artist had no authorial control. “The time factor remains annulled [during the 
happening], and in the short lapse that the event lasts, the person forms a plastic image that 
persists in the time to come: this, too, is art.”37 In turn, these “plastic images”—the term 
underscores the flashbacks’ potential for distortion—prevented participants from simply 
returning to what Minujín calls the “dull routine” of their lives. “The secret is that by inciting the 
spectator to live an experience similar to life, [I] propose to him a life that is distinct from 
quotidian life.”38 She opines elsewhere, “learning is a type of reminiscence in which the mind 
stimulated by experience turns to its own internal reserves and follows a course determined by it 
alone.”39  
Minujín’s happenings were therefore concerned with what Henri Bergson seeks to 
describe in Matter and Memory as memory’s potential to actively shape the objects of 
perception, thereby subverting the impoverishment of historical memory and the standardization 
and denaturing of perception that Benjamin (and later on Debord) see as the defining condition 
of mass societies under a regime of the spectacle. Through a countless number of unique, 
alternate, and irrepressible versions of the past, the immaterial afterlives of Minujín’s happenings 
functioned as micro-interventions into the lived present, modifying, through their suggestion of a 
																																																								
36 “Suceso plástico,” p. 2. F.C.U. Marta Minujín Archives. Suceso Plàstico Folder.  
37 “Muchos ‘Globos, Lechuguitas, y Gallinas’ en una muestra plástica realizada por una argentina en Montevideo.” 
F.C.U. Reprinted in Marta Minujín: Obras, 1959-1989, 64.  
38 M.L.T., “Marta Minujín: Su ‘Suceso plásticos’ y la creciente desaparición de las galerías y marchands.” El País, 
19 July 1965. F.C.U. Fundacion Espigas Archives, Folder Minujín 8: 1965, item 5. 




different and seemingly plausible reality, the distribution of the sensible.40 Such intrusive mental 
processes not only denaturalized everyday activities, such as watching TV or attending a soccer 
game, but also made it possible for participants to conceive of another way of life, i.e., of other 
acceptable forms of behavior and of different perceptual coordinates through which to determine 
communitarian exclusions and inclusions. Consider, for instance, La cabalgata’s inversion of the 
power and privilege built into television spectatorship or Suceso plástico’s relocation of the 
audience into the stadium’s usually inaccessible arena—a move, which reconfigured the public 
as the true spectacle of the stadium’s now restructured public space. To Rancière, this 




Although Minujín’s happenings had a delayed efficacy, they also operated as counter-
spectacles at the time of their unfolding. The artist’s statements give us a sense of their 
operations:  
Contemporary man is more than ever moved by an exterior world. A few minutes after 
the death of Kennedy, for example, the whole world knew of it and lamented it. This 
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circumstance, television and other multiple elements are permanently impacting from all 
sides the individual. Easel painting can no longer serve to relate this constant change and 
movement in which man is immersed. Suceso plástico confronts life, offering multiple 
images of this life in perennial transmutation, pointing with a finger how the appearance 
of things and their place change.42 [My emphasis] 
 
Minujín’s reference to President John F. Kennedy is significant. Known for carefully 
constructing his television image, Kennedy was during the sixties the figure of the spectacle par 
excellence. Referencing Kennedy’s tragic fate, Debord, for instance, argues that the star 
president functioned as the agent or personification of the spectacle.43 More dramatically, Hal 
Foster describes Kennedy’s tragic fate as a moment when “spectacle cracks . . . but cracks only 
to expand.”44 Indeed, television’s uninterrupted, four-day long coverage of Kennedy’s death and 
funeral was watched by nine out of ten baby boomers, making it one of the most mediatized 
events of the decade. To McLuhan, the record ratings of Kennedy’s interment demonstrated 
television’s “unrivaled power…to achieve the involvement of the audience in a complex 
process,” which he describes as “corporate participation.” 45  
Similarly to these thinkers, Minujín perceived Kennedy’s instantaneously sensationalized 
death as an indicator of a new global “circumstance,” i.e., of a spectacular, transnational societal 
condition in which anything directly lived, even death, could now be turned into images for the 
media to circulate at increasingly rapid rates. Minujín’s type of happening, unlike painting or 
theater, could “confront” and point an accusatory finger towards this new lifeworld by reflecting 
and exacerbating the effects of the media. This, according to McLuhan, is the singular role of the 
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artist as the “‘antennae’ of the race” and a “teacher of perception,”46 who can “point[] out things 
that many people would rather not notice.”47 The ultimate consequence of art is, then, “to prevent 
us from becoming adjusted to our environments” and save us from “becoming a robot, of 
becoming well-adjusted or conditioned like a man paddling a canoe . . . a servo mechanism,” 
McLuhan writes.48  
Ever discerning, Masotta comments on the mimetic relationship between Minujín’s art 
and the spectacular conditions of its moment. “Her taste for the spectacular,” he writes, “is 
explained by her convictions and by her manner of taking part in history and in the most 
contemporary artistic problems from the inside, as it were.”49 Operating “from the inside,” 
meaning from a subversive position, was necessary given the aggressive recuperation of 
happenings by mainstream culture. “Already in the United States, happenings are made to order 
for universities and posh soirées. Certain dramaturges and Parisian filmmakers have started to 
plagiarize the discoveries of the happening, betraying its spirit,” Lebel rails just a year after 
Suceso plástico’s realization.50 Instead of waiting for her happenings to be coopted by the media 
and turned into an innocuous trend at the service of the culture industry (the eventual fate of 
many North American and European happenings), Minujín created a type of happening that, like 
a virus, which appropriates and fuses with the genetic makeup of its hosts in order to better 
invade it, preemptively and willingly entered the logic of the object of its critique.51  
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Accordingly, Suceso plástico had a more complex relationship to the de facto aim of 
most happenings: “the blurring of art and life,” as formulated by Kaprow. Informed by 
Rauschenberg’s intention to operate in the gap between art and life, Kaprow sought, as explained 
by art historian Robert Haywood, “not to destroy or transcend either, but to keep their 
differences and boundaries shifting, unstable, in conflict, and in flux.”52 The happening was 
always to be “suspended elusively between art and life or art and non-art, but without collapsing 
the former into the latter.”53  
If this blurring was more of a balancing act or “tightrope between identities,” as Kaprow 
himself recognizes, Minujín did not carefully walk the line constituting the liminal space 
between the two spheres.54 Rather, she chose to unravel this tightrope, to further blur things to 
the point of instantiating the type of conceptual collapse skirted by Kaprow. “I think in a 
happening things are very in-between,” she comments retroactively without disambiguating.55 
Her elliptical notes on Suceso plástico provide more insight: “My idea was a fusion of art and 
life, like life the happening is a form of art.”56 Here, Minujín begins to convey her view that the 
fusion of art and life hardly amounts to the joining of different entities. Her observation 
immediately destabilizes the distinction between the two by stressing that life is a form of art to 
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begin with. But the ambiguity of this statement enables one to interpret it differently. Minujín 
could also be suggesting that the happening is a type of art that is like life. Elsewhere in her 
papers, Minujín revisits the issue, “At the core of happening theory . . . is the idea that there is a 
fusion of art and life-like.”57 Substituting the term “life-like” for life, Minujín’s unusual variation 
of an avant-garde commonplace once again combines two terms that are near equivalents: the 
life-like and art (i.e., historically, the domain of representation and mimesis). Art, life, and the 
life-like become unstable and interchangeable terms in Minujín’s simulacral worldview.  
Correspondingly, the artist recurrently defined her happenings as “representations,” that 
is, as mimetic (life-like) rather than authentic and immediate (as life itself). For instance, Minujín 
describes La destrucción as “a succession of orgiastic, incontrovertible images.”58 Likewise, 
Suceso plástico was “a series of images, of situations disconnected from reality and oddly 
coupled” that produced an “experience similar to life” and offered “images of this life in 
perennial transmutation.”59 “A happening signifies different images together, acting 
simultaneously,” she explained to a reporter in 1968.60 She developed this idea further, saying:  
I imagine people as drivers who only perceive reality through the rear-mirrors of their 
cars. We have to teach them to see everything else . . . . That is the idea of a happening: 
superimposed and simultaneous images . . . through which the public can be dragged, 
placed into.61  
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The car’s quasi-cinematic, multidirectional flow of images is the effect she pursued in her 
happenings. Overall, these statements reveal Minujín’s Debordian view of life under the aegis of 
the spectacle as a reified Weltannschaunng.62  
Minujín was also informed by McLuhan’s ideas on the media, which were being widely 
discussed in Argentina.63 In the mid-1960s, the philosopher’s views were still imbued with a 
sense of possibility and optimism. Though largely persuaded by these, Minujín nevertheless 
adopted a different perspective and tone. Her happenings communicated a more critical and 
dystopian view of communication technologies, which anticipated McLuhan’s increasingly 
negative understanding of the media towards the end of the decade. By the 1970s, McLuhan 
believed that the media had the power to turn anything into “a genuine fake” and had, indeed, 
erased the line dividing fiction from reality, art from nature, thus mystifying all aspects of life.64 
As a prime example of this phenomenon, McLuhan points to “the loss of boundaries between 
reporting and fiction” in the writings of Truman Capote, Norman Mailer and Tom Wolfe.65 
Echoing Minujín’s previously cited words on how the media were “impacting [individuals] from 
all sides,” he immediately relates this type of subjective and immersive journalism to the arts, 
specifically to the happening:  
A happening is all sides at once with everybody involved in it. Mardi Gras is a 
happening. You cannot have objective journalism about a Mardi Gras. You just have to 
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immerse . . . [as with] the new journalism of immersion without any point of view, no 
objectivity.66  
 
His implication is that the happening, like new styles of reporting, contributed and was also 
symptomatic of the same overwhelming media phenomenon destabilizing ontological boundaries 
and historical anchor points. McLuhan also describes the news in general as “a put-on.”67 
Foreshadowing so much of today’s political discourse on the media, he notes:  
most news is literally fake because it has to be made, then selected, and the very, very 
tiny bits that are actually written up and reported and presented to the public are fictions 
in every sense of the word, aren’t they? They are fictions in the sense that they do not 
correspond to actually what is going on, but they are made, literally, created.68  
 
Predictably, this simulacral condition extended to politics, “The new politics is in the same 
position. . . . [It] is concerned only with images.”69   
Emerging from such a perspective, Minujín’s happenings were consequently a far cry 
from North American happenings, which pushed for the rapprochement but not the total 
implosion of art and life. The project of the historical avant-garde—the critique of the autonomy 
of art through the straightforward repositioning of art within a life praxis—that Kaprow and 
Lebel had resurrected and refashioned through their semiautonomous art at the start of the sixties 
seemed naïve to Minujín, given the new spectacular conditions of society, which had led to the 
imbrication of art and life on its own terms.70 In the postwar context, such an approach to art 
often turned the (neo-)avant-garde into “the research and development arm of the culture 
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industry,” as Thomas Crow remarks.71 Confronting this state of affairs head-on, Minujín’s 
happenings embraced mediation over immediacy by using channels of mass communication but 
also by appropriating the signs of spectacle culture. These iconographic happenings, in other 
words, unfolded like a series of images or tableaux vivants replete with allusions to the culture 
industry’s symbolic products.72 If North American happenings, as Judith Rodenbeck argues, 
were a “code without a message,” Minujín’s happenings reconnected this code to the mythical 
messages and symbols of mass entertainment, specifically those of popular films.73 This aspect 
of her work again reflected an understanding of art and technology that, though McLuhanesque, 
anticipated the media philosopher’s later reflections. “Technologically-created environments are 
as symbolic as any metaphor could ever be,” he muses a few years after Minujín’s first 
happenings in Argentina.74  
																																																								
71 Thomas Crow, “Modernism and Mass Culture in the Visual Arts” in Modern Art in the Common Culture (New 
Haven, Conn.: Yale University Press, 1996), 34.  
72 Hal Foster recently argued that in much critical contemporary art “life does not break into art, nor does all the 
world become a stage; rather, the imbrication of the two is explored as a condition that is as common as it is 
complex.” Foster, “Real Fictions: Alternatives to Alternative Facts,” Art Forum (April 2017): 166-175, 174. 
Minujín’s art can be seen as a forerunner of this type of art.   
73 Judith Rodenbeck, “Madness and Method: Before Theatricality,” Grey Room 13 (Fall 2003): 54-79, 57. That said, 
early North American happenings did make use of archaic imagery and allusions to nature. The everyday objects 
constituting the material of happenings had a symbolic valence that Kaprow describes as “so general and so 
archetypal that actually almost everyone knows vaguely about these things.” He adds, “I try to keep the symbols 
universal, simple, and basic.” See Allan Kaprow, “A Statement” in Happenings: An Illustrated Anthology ed. 
Michael Kirby (New York: E.P. Dutton and Co., Inc., 1965), 50. The symbols of Minujín’s happenings are, 
however, specific to the popular culture of their moment. Minujín’s appropriation of film imagery is also not to be 
confused with Oldenburg’s allegorical happenings, which speak to the artist’s “literary impulse” and convey 
meaning through a “symbolic play with a theme.” (For more on the symbolic drama of Oldenburg’s theatrical 
happenings, see Haywood, Allan Kaprow and Claes Oldenberg, 57.) The symbolism of Minujín’s happenings also 
defies the dominant Argentine understanding of the art form. Linking happenings to the Theater of Cruelty and 
Antonin Artaud’s antipathy towards language and symbolism, Alicia Páez argues in the 1960s that no symbolic 
content is possible within happenings, because all their elements are “concrete” or grounded in reality. 
Consequently, Masotta declares, “the Happening is constituted by a ‘displacement’ of th[e] imaginary.” Masotta, 
“Prologue to Happenings” in Listen, Here, Now!, 182). Páez, however, concedes, “the imaginary seems to displace 
itself towards other zones, organizes itself into new relations with other aspects, plastic, auditory, etc. of the 
spectacle [of the happening].” She concludes that the complex imaginary or symbolic field of happenings is of 
interest even though the meaning articulated there is no longer linear or continuous as with literary forms. Alicia 
Páez, “El concepto de Happening y las teorias” in Happenings (Buenos Aires: Editorial J. Alvarez, 1967), 17-47.    




Indeed, an elaborate conceit connected Minujín’s two most important happenings in the 
Southern Cone. Throughout La cabalgata and Suceso plástico, Minujín weaved allusions to 
Federico Fellini’s critically acclaimed films, mainly La Dolce Vita (1960), 8 ½ (1963), and La 
Strada (1954). Minujín’s turn to Fellini’s work can be understood through McLuhan’s own 
multiple remarks on the noteworthy nonlinearity of the director’s films.75 To McLuhan, 
television’s and, more broadly, the mass media’s “reprocessing” of film becomes evident in 
Fellini’s fragmented, mosaic-like plots, which “cooled down” the traditionally “hot” medium of 
film.76 Stated differently, Fellini was transforming cinema into a participatory art form—“the 
carnival of cinema itself,” according to one biographer—akin to television.77 Minujín did not 
doubt this, asserting, “Fellini was a happening, the movie 8 ½ is a happening!”78  
Participatory, anti-narrational, and influenced by the coolness of the media, Fellini’s 
cinema was not only germane to happenings but also indicative of a greater phenomenon that 
concerned Minujín: the consolidations of spectacle culture, that is, the media’s reconfiguration of 
the arts and even social life. Reflecting on her past work, Minujín explains that Suceso plástico 
referenced 8 ½ specifically, “I was influenced by Fellini and so I thought the fat women and the 
feathers looked beautiful, wonderful.”79 In fact, Minujín had been expressing her fascination for 
film and, specifically, Fellini since 1964, stating, “Fellini seems to me to be a genius. . . . I watch 
																																																								
75 For example, McLuhan discusses different aspects of Fellini’s film in his lectures “Cybernetics and Human 
Culture (1964),” “The Future of Man in the Electric Age (1965),” and “Open Mind Surgery (1967)”, published in 
Understaning Me, 46, 72, 154.  
76 Marshall McLuhan, The Essential McLuhan, ed. Eric McLuhan and Frank Zingrone (New York: Basic Books, 
1996), 275. 
77 Tullio Kezich, Federico Fellini: His Life and Work, trans. Minna Proctor and Viviana Mazza (New York: Faber & 
Faber, Inc., 2006), 240. 
78 Vivências, 284. According to Minujín, Fellini had met Greco in Rome. The director was therefore not a distant 
figure to her. See Vivências, 236.  




all sorts of movies: Dracula, Armando Bó, Fellini. All can bring things to my work.”80 In a later 
interview, Minujín further details her appropriation of Felliniesque symbols:  
I tied pins to their [muscle men’s] arms and they burst balloons. It was a joke, they were 
not using their strength. In the end they were using pins to destroy balloons. Maybe this 
aspect of the work is very feminist, but it was also very influenced by Fellini—the birds, 
the crime, the exaggeration of people’s personality and characteristics like fat women…I 
love fat women. I love fat, extreme figures…fat, fat, fat, like the balloons.81  
   
Minujín’s and Fellini’s shared fixation on rotund women is not coincidental. As a child, Fellini 
had watched a corpulent prostitute strip for him—a memory that then became a key scene in 8 ½ 
as well as a leitmotif in his oeuvre (fig. 6).82 Minujín did not hesitate to appropriate this recurrent 
symbol, thereby redoubling the blurring of fiction and reality it epitomizes. Similarly, the body 
builders of both La cabalgata and Suceso plástico alluded to La Strada’s protagonist, Zampano, 
the circus strongman (fig. 7) . The balloons incongruously present in various scenes of La Dolce 
Vita and 8 ½ also figured in both of these happenings, while Suceso plástico’s helicopter was a 
direct reference to La Dolce Vita’s iconic opening scene, wherein a cable news helicopter chases 
the Pope’s own helicopter (fig. 8).83 Even Suceso plástico’s blasting of Mass in B Minor—a 
piece whose soothing harmony and classical order clashed with the chaos of the happening—was 
																																																								
80 Fanny Polimeni, “La Muchacha del Colchón,” Para Ti  Year 43, no. 2215(Buenos Aires) (December 
1964): 22-23, 22. Fundacion Espigas—Marta Minujín Special Archives. Minujín Press Folder 
7:1964, item 10. 
81 Vivências, 232. 
82 John Caldwell Stubbs, Federico Fellini as Auteur: Seven Aspects of His Films (Carbondale, IL: Southern Illinois 
University Press, 2006), 75-76. According to Stubbs, Fellini was approximately eight and a half when he had this 
first sexual experience of his life. Further, the scene in 8 ½ of “La Saraghina” dancing for young Guido is central to 
the film and to Fellini’s oeuvre, as Millicent Marcus argues in “The Saraghina Syndrome or Fellini and the 
Phenomenology of Dance,” Italica 81.2 (Summer 2004): 221-230, 222. For more on the overlap between Fellini’s 
life and 8 ½, see Tullio Kezich, Federico Fellini: His Life and Work, 241-250.  
83 Fellini’s films make such an impression on Argentine society in the 1960s that the phrase “La Dolce Vita” was 
regularly used in everyday parlance to describe unorthodox and hedonistic lifestyles practiced, in particular, by 
young, rebellious women, who left their families in search of more freedom and pleasure—precisely the kind of 
figure that Minujín embodied. For more, see Valeria Manzano’s fourth chapter, “She’s Leaving Home: Young 
Women, Gender, Sexuality,” in The Age of Youth In Argentina: Culture, Politics, and Sexuality from Perón to 




an allusion to Fellini’s work, this time to 8 ½ in which multiple scenes intentionally jar with the 
classical music (by Wagner and Tchaikovsky) to which they are set.  
The import of Suceso plástico’s and La cabalgata’s allusions to films, however, cannot 
be fully understood without consideration of these films’ themes and narratives. A film famous 
for its ambiguous realism, 8½ follows the creative journey of Guido, a movie director who 
struggles to create his next film because of memories and desires he can no longer repress.84 
Significantly, the reminiscences and fantasies of Guido, a clear stand-in for Fellini, coincide to 
an uncertain degree with Fellini’s actual personal history and wishes. Consequently, the 
interjection of the character’s (or Fellini’s) memories and phantasms jumble the narrative flow of 
8 ½ and effectively confound reality with fiction.85 Guido’s (or Fellini’s) subjectivity is thus 
infiltrated and externalized as the pure spectacle of film—an outcome that seems to be both the 
cause and the effect of the fictional (and perhaps real-life) director’s existential malaise.  
La cabalgata similarly referred to yet another film conflating representation with reality. 
Through its title and imagery (strongmen, horses, the circus, etc.), La cabalgata alluded to a 
classic film of Argentine cinema, La cabalgata del circo [The Cavalcade of the Circus], widely 
adored since 1945 due to its lead actress, Eva Duarte (a.k.a. Evita Perón) (fig. 9). The film tracks 
the story of a brother and sister in a circus family, who earns a living at the turn of the century by 
doing vaudeville-like theatrical performances (pantomimas criollas or creole pantomimes) in 
rural areas. Through experimentation with new forms of entertainment, such as theater and then 
film, the siblings eventually become legends of the silver screen. The film consciously constructs 
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85 It impossible to distinguish the events unique to 8 ½ from, first, the veridical events belonging to Fellini’s life, 
including his actual experience of shooting 8 ½, and, second, the scenes of other films to which 8 ½ repeatedly 





the duo’s trajectory of social advancement as a metaphor for the modernization of Argentina 
during the 20th century, a journey that doubles as the genealogy of Argentine cinema. In short, La 
cabalgata del circo crafts an origin myth for Argentina’s spectacle culture. In its remarkably 
Fellinesque final scenes, the two siblings oversee the filming of a movie based on their lives. 
This movie is none other than La cabalgata del circo itself. But, in their concluding monologue, 
both characters describe the alienation they feel once confronted with the film’s reinterpretation 
of their biographies and of Argentine history. As if to prove spectacle culture’s disruption of 
history and reality, the movie closes with a shot of a sumptuous movie theater in which the 
opening credits and first scenes of La cabalgata del circo once again unfold—a mise-en-abyme, 
which, anticipating Fellini’s similar strategy, seeks to push the fictional film into the realm of the 
real. 
Through their erosion of the divide between representation and real life, both 8 ½ and La 
cabalgata del circo present an ambivalent critique of spectacle culture that self-consciously 
accelerates one of its key effects, best elucidated by Debord:  
Lived reality is materially invaded by the contemplation of the spectacle while 
simultaneously absorbing the spectacular order, giving it positive cohesiveness…reality 
rises up within the spectacle, and the spectacle is real. This reciprocal alienation is the 
essence and the support of the existing society.86 [My emphasis] 
 
Minujín’s happenings appropriated the imagery of these popular films as well as their self-
conscious replication of spectacle culture’s fusion of representation and reality. But whereas the 
films reinforce the territorializing processes of spectacle, Minujín’s happenings effectuated a 
deterritorialization.  
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of social progress articulated in Cavalgata del Circo rings particularly false before the clearly atomized, tripartite 
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  How Suceso plástico and La cabalgata achieved this becomes clearer by turning to 
Masotta’s 1966 essay, “The Media of Mass Information and the Category of Discontinuity in 
Contemporary Aesthetics,” published in Happenings. In this text, Masotta, who had just read 
McLuhan’s Understanding Media, identifies the mass media as the new theme or subject matter 
of contemporary art, positing a historical correlation between the development of the two. 
Masotta begins the essay by easily linking Neo-Dada and Pop art to the preponderant role of the 
mass media in postwar society but quickly admits to the difficulty of linking happenings to this 
phenomenon. “What do they [happenings] have to do with the ‘mass media’?,” he asks.87 Unlike 
Pop, Masotta acknowledges, happenings refrain from commenting on the mass media, at least 
explicitly. He then argues that happenings “permit the inspection of the conditions that govern 
the constitution of every message” by precluding the possibility of a traditional, cohesive, and 
continuous reading of the work of art’s signification.88 This destruction of diegesis or, more 
generally, of semantic content is achieved through the work of art’s disruption of the 
conventionally autonomous relationship between its real and imaginary contexts; the former is 
allowed to erupt into the latter, producing a condition of discontinuity within the work.  
Illustrating his point through Rauschenberg’s Combines, Masotta suggests that the found 
objects in these works subvert the internal, imaginary space of the painting as a synthetic, closed, 
and legible surface because of their “fascinated materialism” inherently tied to the real.89 
Happenings performed a similar operation, which Masotta explains through a comparison to 
theater, where language (the script) superimposes itself onto the theater’s visual and material 
components (the stage set, for instance) to produce an imaginary context. Unlike theater, 
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88 Ibid., 56.  




happenings caused “the materiality of the stage to remain isolated from its verbal supports,” 
which, in turn, encouraged an analytic perspective.90 While happenings’ assertion of the facticity 
of signifiers divorced these from their signifieds, happenings simultaneously exposed, through 
this separation, language’s “drool,” that is, language’s “adherence to thing[s] and situations” and 
the subject’s inability to exist outside “a world in which the parameters [of language and the real] 
adhere to one another, a world transited by words, visited by the never absent ghost of verbal 
language.”91  
As revealed by Masotta’s choice of words emphasizing the haunting presence of 
language, it is the absence of signifieds, displaced by the reassertion of material signifiers, that 
points to the media’s overdetermination of signification and ultimate conditioning of the 
subject’s experiences. In other words, the happening, according to Masotta, reveals the spectral 
presence of otherwise undetectable, mediating conditions of legibility—what Masotta describes 
as the “social codes…[and] regimented systems that are behind the constitution of messages and 
that rule from the ‘collective unconscious’ our relationship to others and all processes of 
interrelation.”92  
Although Masotta does not examine any particular happening to illustrate his argument, 
he does mention the art of Minujín at the end of his essay, suggesting that her work informs his 
thoughts. And, indeed, Masotta’s ideas can be used to explain the effects of Minujín’s 
happenings. In Suceso plástico, for example, the allusions pointed to Fellini’s widely watched 
films as the happening’s spectral text, producing a visual and cognitive echo. Dismantling the 
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montage of film and hence the medium’s easily exploited illusory immediacy, Suceso plástico 
brought the images of a movie based in life back into life but in a manner that highlighted the 
happening’s materials and actions as artificial and simulacral, rather than authentic or immediate. 
Reality during Suceso plástico was experienced as and through a familiar movie. An inevitable 
consequence of any new socio-technological environment, according to McLuhan, this déjà vu 
effect in and of itself echoed 8 ½’s conflation of fiction and reality, replicating in participants the 
same type of irrepressible mnemonic activity plaguing Guido/Fellini.93  
Additionally, the allusions to film produced a desire for meaning or diegesis. They 
suggested to participants the possibility of the happening’s symbolic decipherability, which, in 
the end, was unrealizable. By making 8 ½ present only in absence, Suceso plástico revealed the 
extent to which the collective subconscious has been penetrated by the products of spectacle 
culture—ironically, the inverse of Guido’s plight. Illegible and discontinuous, the Fellinesque 
imagery in Suceso plástico—the fat women, bodybuilders, circus ambience, etc.—emerged as 
empty signifiers that could only be appreciated phenomenologically for their “sensible reality,” 
to borrow Masotta’s phrase. Yet their material presence was eroded by their allusive nature. 
What gained concreteness were the socially constructed conditions of intelligibility that these 
signifiers evinced through their illegibility. Demonstrating that there was no necessary 
relationship between signs and meaning, La cabalgata and Suceso plástico also subverted myth’s 
chief effect: the naturalization of the conjoining of form and meaning. In the 1960s, such a task 
becomes all the more paramount, according to McLuhan, because “the media themselves can 
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now create events that are so much bigger than people . . . that it really is a new mythic form.”94 
He expands on this point:  
[O]ne of the effects of switching over to circuitry from mechanical moving parts . . . is an 
enormous increase in the amount of information that is moving. You cannot cope with 
vast amounts of information in the old fragmentary classified patterns. You tend to go 
looking for mythic and structural forms in order to manage such complex data moving at 
very high speeds . . . . We are living mythically now . . . . [W]e are suddenly forced to 
live in such complex and compressed and high-speed systems that we inevitably switch 
into mythic patterns.95 
 
By recycling aspects of Fellini’s films, Suceso plástico facilitated the task of recognizing such 
mythical patterns but refused to link those patterns to greater meaning, thereby disrupting myth’s 
ability to perform, as McLuhan describes, a “tremendous compression” between “an 
instantaneous insight” and “all the stages of a process,” which construct this insight.96 If, as 
Benjamin notes, capitalism and fascism have coopted the core of film as an art form—its 
montage or “equipment-free aspect of reality”—in order to manipulate the masses, then 
Minujín’s demystifying appropriation, fragmentation, and reduction of montage to a few 
recognizable figures and iconographic details began, at least on a symbolic plane, the 
“expropriation of film capital” that Benjamin demands on behalf of the people.97   
In addition, Minujín’s appropriation of the iconographic details of films effectuated a 
reversal of the “reality effect” that Barthes identifies as the purpose of such incidental and 
descriptive elements, which do not contribute to diegesis. To Barthes, these concrete and 
meaningless details create a “referential illusion” in which the absence of a signified becomes the 
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very signifier of the real. In the secondary mimesis or postmodern pastiche of Minujín’s 
happenings, concrete details no longer produced an effect of verisimilitude, pointing instead to 
the free play of signifiers and to the artificiality of reality as a textual effect. In short, the 
disintegration of the sign and the attack on representation required by the reality effect were 
represented in Minujín’s happenings. In this manner, Suceso plástico and La cabalgata 
rehabilitated the possibilities of representation. They did not frame the real as something 
concealed by representation, as Paul Ricoeur’s “hermeneutics of suspicion” would have us 
believe.98 On the contrary, similarly to so much of the critical contemporary art that Foster labels 
“real fictions,” Minujín’s happenings suggested that representation could reveal the processes 
determining reality even in an age marked by the imagistic mediation of all aspects of life.99  
As already noted, towards the end of his essay, Masotta briefly mentions two of 
Minujín’s artworks of 1966: the happening Simultaneidad en simultaneidad and the 
(re)performance Prune Flat. At this point, Masotta expands on McLuhan’s ideas, arguing that 
television’s “cool” involvement of viewers only appears as such in relation to other media that 
constitute “the signifying properties” of the “social field” in which the viewers’ perceptions are 
shaped. He writes:  
The reception of mass messages cannot occur without the perception of these [material, 
quantitative] differences [between different media] as a ground. To see a film within a 
social field where television does not exist is not the same thing as seeing television after 
discovering cinema.100  
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If the medium is the message, as McLuhan affirms, then, Masotta surmises, the social field is 
defined less by the quantity or content of the messages exchanged through the media, than by the 
perceived differential relationships between these media. “In this case, the apprehension of any 
message,” he deduces, “would be differential in respect to the quantitative characteristics of its 
channel [of communication], and every appearance of a new medium would bring progress or 
change in the degree of discrimination of these differences.”101  It is this reality—this 
differential, social field—that Simultaneidad en simultaneidad, Minujín’s next happening, 
materialized. Consequently, despite its lack of specific references to Minujín’s earlier 
happenings and cursory remarks on Minujín’s later works, Masotta’s text suggests a bridge 
between these two moments in Minujín’s oeuvre. While Suceso plástico and La cabalgata aimed 
to reveal the overdetermination of signification through the appropriation of the spectacle’s 
symbols and processes, Simultaneidad en simultaneidad functioned on a larger, macro-scale, 









Chapter Four: Heterotopic Environments  
 
“I have roots here [in Buenos Aires]. The things I invent are absolutely porteñas.”—Marta 
Minujín1 
  
“The city of Buenos Aires has undergone a great decadence since my childhood. It is still 
beautiful, but I do not recognize it.”—Marta Minujín2 
 
In 1965, while working on her happenings, Minujín created La Menesunda [Mayhem] 
and El Batacazo [The Long Shot], two works that represented a new type of art for her: 
environments.3 With Kaprow’s publication of “The Legacy of Jackson Pollock” in 1958, 
“environment” had become an increasingly popular term for a new type of spatial and immersive 
art incorporating a heterogeneous assortment of everyday objects. Penetrable, multisensorial, and 
ludic structures, La Chambre d’amour [The Love Room] and Revuelquese y viva! [Roll Around 
and Live!] had been clear antecedents for Minujín’s 1965 environments, which were also defined 
by these attributes. Similarly to these earlier inhabitable works responding to French happenings, 
La Menesunda and El Batacazo were outgrowths of Minujín’s happenings—“more stable” 
versions of this art form, as the artist puts it.4 The parallels between Minujín’s environments and 
happenings were hence numerous: a motley mix of non-artistic materials; an attack on the 
cognitive integrity of the subject through the psychosomatic effects of shock; a mnemonic 
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2 Ibid. 
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afterlife; a coercive and aggressive participatory mode; a pronounced symbolic valence; and an 
ambivalent mimicry of the spectacular processes reshaping aspects of everyday existence, 
including urban space. Masotta, in fact, insists that El Batacazo is “not-Pop” but “a full-fledged 
Happening.”5 
The parentage between Minujín’s environments and happenings is to be expected. Many 
prominent practitioners of happenings, including Kaprow and Oldenburg, also created 
environmental works or were, at the very least, acutely aware of their happenings’ relationship to 
different sites. Lebel, for instance, stipulates, “the environment is the essential element of the 
happening.”6 However, Minujín’s complex circuits of rooms, stretching over two floors, 
outstripped many North American environments in complexity. Overall, La Menesunda and El 
Batacazo were structurally contained and architecturally ambitious labyrinths standing apart 
from the gallery space. Lacking this quality of coherence and closer to installation art, North 
American environments were, as a rule, sprawling, open junk spaces (Kaprow’s Yard and Apple 
Shrine), stage-like areas (Oldenburg’s Circus) or easily reordered arrangements of partitions and 
individual artworks dependent on the preexisting architecture of the gallery as a frame 
(Oldenburg’s The Street or Kaprow’s setting for 18 Happenings in 6 Parts) (fig.1-7 ). 
In addition, Minujín’s environments demonstrated a pronounced preoccupation with their 
man-made milieu, that is, with the new structures and conditions of Buenos Aires’ ongoing urban 
transformation. To be certain, this concern with urban space was typical of many happenings and 
environments, as foreshadowed by Kaprow’s praise of the “vastness of Forty-Second Street” 
nearly a decade prior.7 Yet the interest in lowly public spaces evident in so many North 
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American happenings and environments was always in tension with these art forms’ expansion 
of painting’s rarefied domain. Kaprow’s environments, as William Kaizen explains, took over 
“the full space of the gallery as a field, a term that [Kaprow] derives from painting.”8 Yet El 
Batacazo and La Menesunda did not emerge out of a reconsideration of action painting as so 
many environments in New York had. Because up to this point Minujín’s work had been 
preoccupied with film and political conflicts raging in public spaces, El Batacazo and La 
Menesunda were not coded as extensions of pictorial space. On the contrary, they represented the 
incursion of urban spectacle into the sphere of art. Unlike Kaprow’s environments, which 
rearticulated the gallery as the frame or “the limit condition of painting,” Minujín positioned the 
gallery as a space or limit to be infringed upon and almost voided by the realities of the world 
beyond it. 9  
Minujín’s decision to enact this transgression can best be understood through the 
dramatic refashioning of Buenos Aires in the sixties. By 1965, President Arturo Illia had pushed 
for Argentina’s reentry into the world market, thereby amplifying the power of foreign capital 
and local economic elites over the national economy they already largely controlled. The residual 
Peronist social order, which had heretofore privileged the working classes to the detriment of the 
bourgeoisie, was ripe for renegotiation. As historian Laura Podalsky chronicles, the upper and 
middle classes launched a new hegemonic project aiming to secure and legitimize their 
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ascendancy while naturalizing social polarization and inequality. 10 This project centered on the 
simulacral modernization of Buenos Aires’s cityscape—a seductive urban spectacle of 
transnational capital, which benefited only certain powerful sectors but nevertheless strove to 
become a mesmerizing point of pride for all. Matching the flamboyance of this urban 
renaissance, La Menesunda and El Batacazo immediately became blockbusting artistic 
attractions. Their enthralling air of frivolity, however, belied their more complex relationship to 




Conceived jointly with artist Ruben Santantonín and involving the collaboration of 
several other Argentine artists (Pablo Suárez, David Lamelas, Rodolfo Prayón, Floreal Amor, 
and Leopoldo Maler), La Menesunda was a maze-like structure composed of sixteen chambers 
over two floors (fig 8). Each room presented a “situation,” a unique and befuddling multi-
sensorial microenvironment or far more controlled, “mini-happening” for a few people.11 For 
example, La Menesunda’s circuit began with a long hall festooned with colorful and intertwined 
tubes of neon lights. The intense, incandescent brightness immediately disrupted vision while 
recordings of street sounds disoriented visitors. People most likely winced as their eyes adjusted 
to the light and, upon entering the next, darker rooms, experienced the visual interference of this 
hall’s afterimages. The “freezer situation” was an uncomfortably cold chamber lined with fuzzy, 
soft objects to be touched, despite one’s possible self-consciousness or fears of the unfamiliar. 
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Just as unsettling, the “swamp situation” presented unstable foam floors and the distinct smell of 
the dental office—a commonly dreaded place associated with pain and phobias. Given the 
discomforting aspect of these situations, one can understand Minujín’s surprise, when a 
journalist informed her that La Menesunda’s visitors were often “amused” by the work. “That is 
not the ideal attitude, but why not?,” the artist retorted. 12  
Tellingly, Minujín’s partial refutation maintained the work’s openness to play. 
Undeniably, La Menesunda cultivated a festival atmosphere and made overt, game-like bids for 
the participation of visitors, who had to pull levers, open doors, and push buttons. “How pretty,” 
remarks one visitor to a journalist, “its identical to The Phantom Train [a ride] that was at the 
Parque Retiro [an amusement park].”13 Nonetheless, Minujín did not see La Menesunda as an 
innocuously ludic space. “It would be lamentable,” she explains to the press, “if people saw this 
as though it were an amusement park.”14 Certainly, the fun elicited by the work’s more familiar 
and lighthearted gimmicks was always counterbalanced by its almost sublime sensorial overload, 
which, according to one journalist, caused “many women to suffer true fits of hysteria.”15 For 
instance, a revolving room garlanded with strips of colorful vinyl was reminiscent of a carousel. 
Yet this positive association was tempered by the room’s entrapment of visitors in a spinning 
cage. Lined with mirrors on all sides, La Menesunda’s final octagonal room recreated the bon 
enfant atmosphere of the funhouse but also pushed the amusing disorientation of such popular 
entertainment to a disconcerting extreme (Romero Brest, in fact, was surprised that the work 
produced little laughter from its visitors).16 Through their myriad reflections, the mirrors created 
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a startling, illusory expansiveness that was cut short as soon as participants individually entered 
the narrow quarters of a revolving Plexiglas booth in the room. A sense of infinite space was thus 
dramatically followed by one of claustrophobia. After being properly dizzied in this cabin, 
participants were expelled back into the mise-en-abyme of the mirror room, where a tornado of 
confetti, generated by powerful fans, swarmed them. Black lights and the smell of fried foods 
added to this room’s baffling peculiarity. One critic concedes, “the sensation is similar to the one 
produced by amusement parks but the difference is that here [with La Menesunda] the mind is 
addressed, whereas with the others [the amusement parks] only pursue horror.”17  
Realized a few months after La Menesunda, El Batacazo was another participatory circuit 
centering on four differently themed “stations”: the sport, playboy, astronaut, and ecological 
rooms. It, too, aimed to bewilder spectators through the jarring juxtaposition of different 
sensorial triggers and curious objects. Simpler than La Menesunda and created solely by Minujín 
for the International Di Tella Prize of 1965, El Batacazo was a hexagonal structure completely 
made of transparent Plexiglas and split into two levels. In the playboy station, visitors rode down 
a toboggan lined with neon lights in the shape of salacious female silhouettes. The head of a 
giant, inflated rubber doll, modeled after Italian actress and sex symbol Virna Lisi, cushioned 
their landing. To everyone’s outrage, this moment of contact caused the doll to moan and coo as 
if in orgasm. In the astronaut themed room, a variety of vinyl objects, including an inflated and 
moving mannequin of an astronaut in his space suit, welcomed visitors as sounds recorded in 
outer space were played. Trapped between glass walls and mosquito nets, white rabbits and 
swarms of flies functioned as the ecological station. The sound of crowds cheering and flickering 
neon lights depicting football players constituted the sport station.  
																																																								





In a 1965 interview, a bemused reporter pointing to El Batacazo asks Minujín, “This, 
what is it?” To which, she replies:  
[El Batacazo] acts in a compulsive manner on the spectator. It forces him to wake up and 
live through direct actions characterized by the unusual, the surprising, and 
circumstantially disconnected realities. All this unties him from his constraints, dissolves 
his inhibitions, and so he acts in full liberty.18   
 
Minujín’s public statements describe La Menesunda in similar positive terms. It, too, was a work 
“intensifying existence,” “driv[ing] the imagination,” and promoting “sensations and ways of 
FREELY experiencing [Minujín’s emphasis].”19 Through its disjointedness, overstimulations, 
and defamiliarizations, the immersive and dynamic experience of Minujín’s environments 
snapped participants out of their customary modes of perception and behavior, pushing them into 
a ludic or fanciful state of mind conducive to questioning and reconfiguring their usual 
relationship to their surroundings. In this respect, El Batacazo and La Menesunda were part of a 
constellation of other contemporaneous environmental artworks by both Latin American and 
European artists. Alexander Alberro describes the denaturalization of the Situationist 
International’s 1959 labyrinth at the Stedelijk Museum as “a counterideological ploy.”20 With the 
Groupe de recherche d’art visuel (GRAV), Argentine artist Julio Le Parc was also creating maze-
like structures capable of alienating participants so that their “habitual patterns of judgment 
[were] disrupted.”21   
But as with Minujín’s descriptions of her happenings, these statements simultaneously 
emphasize the compulsory and forceful nature of the participation demanded by these 
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environments. Minujín’s repeated explanation that El Batacazo worked “like an alarm clock” 
points to the work’s disciplining effect. In reality, La Menesunda was not a true site of total 
mayhem (as suggested by its title) in which participants were at liberty to do anything they 
pleased. Art critics for local newspapers note that in La Menesunda “the ‘viewer’ becomes the 
‘participant.’ Almost against his own will, he takes part in a game that can only be experienced 
by playing.”22 Far from being spaces entirely open to aleatory actions or free play, both El 
Batacazo and La Menesunda were fairly linear obstacle courses presenting visitors with 
incontrovertible paths and tacit behavioral cues to follow (La Menesunda even had signs 
providing instructions). Minujín herself confirms the programmatic nature of her works, “it is 
indisputable that whatever your attitude, your participation is assured. This justifies and affirms 
the meaning of the work of art.”23 Participation was thus always tinged with a certain degree of 
obligation. This paradoxical situation is perhaps to be expected, since, as Alberro observes, “the 
interplay established between order and free movement [is] a dominant feature of any 
labyrinth.”24 Le Parc’s labyrinths, for instance, also casted participation as “structured and 
engaged” movement of a compulsory nature.25  
Yet Minujín’s environments surpassed Le Parc’s in their coercive, even sadistic, 
treatment of participants through the enforcement of panoptic dynamics as well as an aggressive, 
technological fracturing of subjectivity through shock. The balance between order and freedom 
in Le Parc’s works tipped decidedly towards the former in Minujín’s environments. And unlike 
the “psychogeographic assault course” of the Situationists, Minujín’s environments did not push 
participants to get lost in a sort of “micro-dérive”—no such nomadic practice was possible 
																																																								
22 Victoria Noorthoorn, “The Vertigo of Creation” in Marta Minujín: Obras 1959-1989, 243. 
23 “Marta Minujín Contra el Caballete” in Marta Minujín: Obras 1959-1989, 213. My translation.  
24 Alberro, 147. 




within their spaces.26 In his writings on the “pseudo-interactive game” or “manipulation” of the 
internet and other popular media, Lev Manovich observes that, on one hand, “interactivity is a 
perfect vehicle for the ideas of democracy and equality,” while, on the other, “it is another form 
of manipulation, in which the artist uses advanced technology to impose his/her totalitarian will 
on the people.” 27 He also notes that new forms of mass media, such as the internet, have resulted 
in the erosion of privacy through their “complete transparency.”28 “Everybody spies on 
everybody else,” Manovich warns, “everybody can track everybody else.”29 With privacy under 
threat, the possibility of freedom is dramatically curtailed. Reflecting on Latin American art from 
the sixties, Traba similarly warns against participatory art’s tendency to become authoritarian 
and restrictive, “divergences between the artist and the public augment day by day, to the point 
that ‘participation’ ceases to be the initial game of converting the spectator into an accomplice 
and turns into a dramatic and unique option.”30   
Indeed, both La Menesunda and El Batacazo produced an oppressive effect of 
surveillance. The resulting sense of paranoia immediately compromised any illusion of 
liberation, disinhibiting immediacy, or innocent play.31 One of the very first “situations” in La 
Menesunda, for instance, consisted of a long corridor containing a series of closed-circuit, black-
and-white televisions. These TV screens showed visitors direct, live footage of themselves and 
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their actions—an extremely rare occurrence at the time considering the fairly recent arrival of 
televisions to Argentina. Internalizing the televisual gaze, participants “confront[ed] their own 
position,” as Lebel notes, and scrutinized (most likely for the first time in their lives) their own 
bodies and behavior in real time.32 Though perhaps amusing for an instant, this amplification of 
self-awareness and self-control was ultimately more discomfiting than empowering. The TV 
screens reduced the body to an ephemeral and insubstantial group of black and white pixels, 
triggering a feeling of corporeal dispossession. This destabilization of the body’ reality was 
further aggravated by an attack on the subject’s singularity. La Menesunda’s visitors saw 
themselves as tiny, fleeting images, infinitely reproduced by the multiple screens—a virtual 
replication and diminution also effectuated in La Menesunda’s mirror chamber, which splintered 
participants’ body-image through its infinite reflections. This estranging self-monitoring was 
again reinforced once visitors exiting La Menesunda were confronted with a projection of the 
embarrassing footage of their journey through the work. In addition, the TVs permitted people to 
observe all the other participants in the space as well as pedestrians on the sidewalks outside the 
Instituto di Tella. With this condition of surveillance in place, the zaniness of each situation 
functioned less as an invitation to cut loose than as a test challenging visitors to remain in 
possession of themselves as they traversed the circuit.  
Although devoid of TVs, El Batacazo operated similarly, since its entirely transparent 
Plexiglas structure allowed viewers queuing outside of the work to observe the participants 
already inside.33 Plexiglas—a novel, imported, and thus still fairly uncommon material—was 
also used for the transparent pink wall constituting the entrance of La Menesunda, precisely 
																																																								
32 Lebel, El happening, 73. 




because Minujín wanted visitors to “watch each other from one side to the other.”34	Masotta was 
quick to identify the panoptic qualities of El Batacazo, labeling it an “object-happening.”35 Such 
an incongruous term conveys the work’s oxymoronic nature as an immersive, multi-sensorial 
experience that somehow slipped into being a typical art object to be contemplated from a 
distance—a work of art, which absorbed its participants into its very objecthood. He observes 
that even though the work “occupies the viewer’s real space” and can be enjoyed in a direct, 
unmediated manner, it nevertheless obliged the viewer:  
to live from the inside, or through the inside what just a moment ago he was gazing at 
from the outside, what he looked over superficially with his eyes. It is an object-
happening, then, where the viewer is at times a viewer, i.e., a subject exterior to an 
object, and at times an object, a “thing” susceptible of being objectified by others, before 
whom he is exhibited, and before whom he must traverse the construction. . . . the danger 
lies neither in the nearness of the rabbits . . . nor in the flies . . . it does lie in the fact that 
if you enter El Batacazo you lose your “personality,” your “character” to become an 
element of this multicolored whole. . . . And then the slightest gaze from the most 
distracted of the persons outside will suffice to make you a “thing among things.” 36 
 
The moment of submission and passivity Masotta describes was powerful and disturbing 
precisely because it occurred during or, rather, despite active participation. Likewise, La 
Menesunda created an unbridgeable and unsettling disjuncture between passive vision and active 
bodily experience—a disconnection between constructed representation and lived reality, which 
collapsed the traditional opposition between the passive-contemplative and the active-
participatory and produced “weak” participants with a fragmented subjectivity.  
 Telegraphic notes on La Menesunda reveal Minujín’s intent to exacerbate the unsettling 
splitting of participants’ subjectivities through the shocking nature of the unforeseeable 
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situations within its circuit: “the visitor loses his calm…[and] nerves—repressed emotions.” 37 
She further develops this idea, “he who accesses the environment lives in a constant state of 
alarm.”38 The rattling of participants was so crucial that Minujín imagined dangerous situations 
far too extreme for realization. She envisioned, for instance, an asphyxiating “chloroform room,” 
which could induce a loss of consciousness, as well as an “atomic bomb room,” where real 
detonations could unnerve visitors by simulating the nuclear warfare so dreaded during the Cold 
War era.39 Even without experiencing these absurd scenarios, visitors described La Menesunda 
as a reflection of “the infinity of things which overpower us every day and make us lament our 
inability to exercise rational control.”40 La Menesunda captured, according to local critics, “the 
acceleration that devours us [and] the pressure that we suffer in a world advancing at great 
velocities.”41  
It is important, however, to remember that the threatening extremism of these situations 
was always colored by gaiety. The light yet dark ambiguous mood of Minujín’s environments 
was typical of carnival. It can be understood as approaching the tone of Voltaire’s Candide or of 
Monty Python movies in which horrific violence, though shocking, is also cast as an absurdity 
from which laughter can be simultaneously extracted. Minujín’s main objective was to reach the 
mind by assailing the body: “SHOCK USES [sic] AS METHOD TO AWAKEN AND OPEN 
THE AUDIENCE’S PERCEPTION.”42 Elsewhere in her preparatory documents, she affirms “La 
Menesunda is destined to dismantle rational perception by going beyond the limits of 
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comprehension—invading the nervous system…psychological exercises.”43 She adds, 
“environments obligate him [the viewer] to take on new comportments.”44 Her notes are, in fact, 
replete with neologisms—“deschematize” (desesquematizar), “derationalize” (desracionalizar), 
“deconscioustize” (desconcientizarlo), and so forth—that attempt to explain her environments’ 
attack on not just the body but rationality itself.45 Despite Minujín’s rhetoric celebrating the 
rather worn-out values of the Enlightenment (liberation, authenticity, individual transformation, 
etc.), La Menesunda and El Batacazo functioned as spectacular refusals of a centered Cartesian 
rationality.  
This subversion of reason through physical experience or “physiological liberation,” as 
jotted down in Minujín’s notes, was later theorized by Alicia Páez’s 1966 lecture and essay “The 
Concept of Happening and Theories.” Paralleling Lee Baxandall’s own arguments in his 
contemporaneous essay “Beyond Brecht: The Happenings,” this text demonstrates that the 
Argentine critical reception of happenings saw the illogical, anti-narrative nature of this art as a 
necessary radicalization, for appeals to reason could no longer properly create resistance to a 
spectacle society, which had already numbed and inculcated minds.46 “In a world saturated by 
conceptions imposed through the mass communication media,” Páez explains, “the attack has to 
be directed principally at perception, and not to a reason incapable of critical activity, in order to 
. . . reorient perception as well as reason.”47 She elaborates: 
The strategies of the new theater—the presentation of reality in a mode that resists all 
formulation, the ambiguous characters of the events, which cannot be reduced to a system 
. . . help produce a sort of direct contact with reality, anterior to all categorization . . . this 
return towards “a place where perspectives are formed” would constitute a means of 
liberating consciousness of imposed perspectives, and, through a reorganizing 
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disarticulation at pre-rational levels, to make possible some kind of incipient control over 
presuppositions and habitual responses.48   
 
Minujín’s cryptic environments adopted a similar strategy. Their phenomenological mode 
stunted and bypassed the powers of reason in order to reach the “pre-rational levels” of visitors’ 
minds and rewire them. By doing so, the ideological indoctrination of individuals could be 
theoretically wiped out, allowing for a clean slate or open mind. These environments therefore 
differed from Minujín’s recent happenings (e.g., Suceso Plastico), which, despite using shock 
tactics to produce denaturalizing mnemonic responses, refrained from mounting such a full-
fledged attack on rationality and interpretation. Ironically, then, Páez’s theorization of 
happenings applies less to Minujín’s happenings than to the artist’s environments.  
It is in the pursuit of breaking down the censors and barriers of a thoroughly inculcated, 
rational mind that Minujín’s environments modeled themselves after psychotropic drugs 
commonly used in the French happenings she had witnessed. Stemming from the verb “menear,” 
meaning to move from one place to another, “menesunda” is lunfardo or local slang for a range 
of interrelated things: confusion, mayhem, a heterogeneous mix of materials, and, most tellingly, 
mind-altering drugs (originally, “menesunda” was a stimulant for racehorses). Critics were quick 
to associate La Menesunda with insanity by describing it as “an exhibitionist neurosis” and 
“schizophrenic art.”49 Like hallucinogens, La Menesunda aimed to confound reality with the 
mind’s fictive creations—an ontological troubling already present in Minujín’s first 
performances and happenings. Minujín writes, “The spectator stops being one enters to live—
liberated—before an environment that is not fiction—but not reality—that is continuously 
changing, which cannot be reasoned nor schematized at the same time with all the characteristic 
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of art that he already knows.”50 She repeats elsewhere, “he [the participant] goes beyond the 
comprehensible—being conscious only of the stimuli that his mind receives, manipulated 
between reality and fiction.”51 Leaving no doubts regarding the importance of this aspect of her 
work, Minujín emphasizes:  
 
NON DIFFERENTIATION BETWEEN REALITY AND FICTION  
CATHARSIS  
INTERMEDIATE  
REALITY WITH [sic] ABSORBS FICTION52 
 
Six years later, Minujín imagined the creation of additional “menesundas” but still held on to this 
feature of her art: “he [the visitor] cannot differentiate between reality and fiction—manipulate 
the mind.”53 Critics of La Menesunda certainly registered the work’s dismantling of rationality, 
describing it as an incomprehensible work or “Something for Lunatics and Retards,” as one 
headline railed.54     
El Batacazo also scrambled all intelligibility and coherence. Minujín described El 
Batacazo as a “trip,” a term that in the sixties cannot be disassociated from the reality-bending 
effects of psychedelic drugs.55 Masotta’s analysis of El Batacazo clearly identifies the work’s 
destabilization of given totalities such as objective reality:  
the experience of walking on the body of a rubber doll is not the experience of a real 
object—since there is no naked woman here in flesh and blood—but the symbol of the 
object of this experience, or the experience of the symbol of that real object. . . . The 
manifest inadequacy or distance between the experience of a reality and this reality taken 
“as absent,” as merely figurative (a structure of which Minujín is perfectly conscious), 
comes as close to her explorations as to Happenings. . . . A fusion of reality and sham, of 
sham without theater.56    
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As noted here, the attack on rationality sprung from the works ability to breakdown the 
distinction between “the experience of a reality” and the experience of symbols of that absent 
reality, an outcome that again exaggerated the simulacrum of spectacle culture.  
As with her happenings, the confusion between reality and fiction that Minujín’s 
environments sough to produce unfolded not just within the viewer’s immediate experience of 
the work but also later in time through the intervention of the participant’s memory. One reporter 
observes that Minujín’s environments successfully “spur the imagination” because “a frequent 
fact is that the great majority of spectators finalize their experience by conceiving of their own 
La Menesunda or by adding details.”57 To Minujín, that El Batacazo was, “Something that I 
made so that all could collaborate with me in its permanent realization [my emphasis]. I and the 
spectator are on the same plane of creation. There is no dichotomy; there is unity. Dynamic, 
changing, amazing, infinite.”58 She clarifies in another interview:  
Contact with the circumstances of El Batacazo provokes a commotional reaction. That 
later, by remembering them [El Batacazo’s stations] and not being able to return to, 
become enriched imaginatively with new elements . . . memory, transformed by what 
lives in it, is more important than the event in and of itself. It’s this that consists the 
participation of the spectator. And, likewise, it is necessary that the work be destroyed . . 
. [Art] does not reside in the objects or mechanisms that I realized but in the instant that 
the spectator lives. The advent of his development, not the forms. [My emphasis] 59  
 
This account of El Batacazo—almost indistinguishable from Minujín’s descriptions of Suceso 
plástico—once again emphasizes the delayed and interminable actualization of the work of art 
through a fallible memory and creative mind. “The work of art is a perpetual thought machine, it 
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is not a determined thought machine,” she writes.60 To Minujín, participation was more than a 
finite, physical process; it was, above all, a cognitive and hence everlasting one. Art, in other 
words, was not an object, setting, or even a physical experience; rather, it was a malleable idea 
that triggered a mnemonic chain reaction. This view of art anticipated the conceptualist strategies 
developed in Argentina just a few years later. In Minujín’s paradigm, moreover, the participant 
was on equal footing with the artist and the art object as both the creator and ultimate locus for 
the work of art. However, the subject, who was far from being an anchor point or constant, did 
not recoup the work of art’s loss of semantic stability. “We have to accept that there is no unique 
reading [of art],” Minujín insists.61 If in her conceptualization, art was open to the mind’s 
blurring of fact and fiction, so too was the subject forever affected by his/her experience and 
memories of the environment, which, according to Minujín, gradually caused the participant’s 
“development” or “deconditioning.” The work of art and subject thus existed in a purely 




The conflation of fiction and reality in La Menesunda and El Batacazo also took place 
through their blurring of the idealized domain of art with the real spaces of the city. As explained 
by both Santantonín and Minujín, La Menesunda performed a sort of urban archaeology, which 
identified, collected, and transplanted the metropolitan iconography and phenomenality of 
Buenos Aires. A critic at the time describes La Menesunda as “a remnant of the day experienced 
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by any inhabitant of the modern city.”62 Brest points out that its hall of neon lights “resemble the 
commercial Corrientes Street of Buenos Aires.”63 Minujín recounts years later, “the idea was to 
reproduce the city. Every day Santantonin and I would walk down Lavalle and Florida streets, 
and we would think about what abstract sensations we would convey in a limited space within 
the Instituto Di Tella.”64 According to Minujín’s notes, the lights of La Menesunda’s first room 
sough to recreate the brightly lit commercial signs not of Corrientes but of Lavalle and Florida 
Street.65 The final mirror-confetti situation also evoked the streets (Florida Street, in particular) 
through its aromas of fried food. Minujín even considered incorporating additional “noise of the 
city” but only sounds with a popular character, such as the “noise from a soccer field.”66 Along 
the same lines, she imagined a situation that replicated the commercial commotion of the city’s 
thoroughfares through “80 audio speakers with different commercials playing at the same time 
and pamphlets being thrown everywhere.”67  
Comparably, El Batacazo, as briefly explained by curator Victoria Noorthoorn, 
“synthesizes the daily life of Argentines” and “celebrates the vertiginous sensation of a great city 
in motion.”68 Masotta, again, offers in 1967 the most in-depth critical response to El Batacazo:  
El Batacazo responds broadly to the Pop principle that consists of accentuating the 
consciousness of the material, which has been selected as a function of the fast-moving, 
utilitarian, readymade sensibility of large cities. The same can be said of its visual 
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themes—rugby players, astronaut in motion: myths of the great cities at the moment when 
they are crossing the bridge of the “mass media.”…what matters is not producing a 
“sensible” result, but bringing to the forefront of consciousness the patterns of meaning 
constituted by urban messages, when the receiver of these messages is not an individual, 
but a mass of individuals.69 [My emphasis]  
 
As Masotta discerns, El Batacazo, like La Menesunda, appropriated urban signifiers in order to 
fashion an image of the increasingly spectacular culture rapidly transforming the city and 
affecting its class dynamics through its formation of a mass of consumers. The “myths of the 
great cities” referred to by three of El Batacazo’s microenvironments (the astronaut, sports, and 
playboy stations) were different manifestations of the spectacle culture emanating from urban 
centers: the highly dramatized and captivating space race; worldwide televised sports 
competitions; and the commercialization of sex, whether as pornography or in the more subdued 
forms of movies and ads.70  
 Although Buenos Aires and the pueblo were both common tropes of much avant-garde 
art produced at the time, few artists sought to directly appeal to an urban mass public. Minujín, 
however, aimed to do so:  
Now for me the importance of La Menesunda…resided in bringing people from the street 
into a sphere reserved for the elite, an institution like the Instituto that was, despite 
everything, conventional…and that’s when I started with art involving mass 
participation; non-elitist art, art for everyone.71  
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More to the point, her notes blast, “MANIPULATE THE MASS MIND THROUGH ART-
EVENTS [Minujín’s emphasis].” Minujín’s goal to reach the urban masses did not go unmet.72 
“I communicate very well with people from the common people [gente del pueblo]; they like 
what I do,” she boasts.73 As historian John King writes, in the sixties, the Di Tella’s customary 
public was homogeneous and overall educated, middle-aged, and well-off.74 Minujín’s 
exhibitions, however, drew large numbers of young people, who had not graduated high school 
or who hailed from less affluent backgrounds, particularly the “lower-middle class.”75 These 
large and atypical crowds waited outside the Di Tella for up to eight hours in queues that 
wrapped around several city blocks. The public and the art institution itself morphed into a 
colorful sideshow, fulfilling, albeit by other means, Minujín’s desire for her “constructions to 
become part of the streets—maybe a whole city block.”76 Exacerbating this interpenetration of 
art venue and street, the televisions in La Menesunda mixed images of the Di Tella’s visitors 
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As a rule, Minujín’s environments were the most important blockbuster shows at the Di Tella. They were surpassed 
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with those of pedestrians outside the venue.77 When La Menesunda finally closed, leaving 3,700 
people standing in line, the general outcry was such that the glass windows of the Di Tella were 
nearly broken by banging fists.78   
It is in large part because of the throngs of unruly visitors drawn to Minujín’s art that the 
downtown area near the Di Tella was dubbed “the crazy block”—a pejorative nickname 
betraying the general unease produced by the deterritorialization of Florida Street’s surrounds. 
Decades before, this commercial zone had functioned as the cultural center of Buenos Aires, 
populated almost exclusively by members of the intelligentsia and the educated upper classes. By 
the sixties, the demographics of the area had change, but privileged groups—intellectuals, 
university students, art world enthusiasts, the fashionable, and a wealthy conservative elite, 
which still had a stronghold on nearby Viamonte Street—continued to frequent the zone.79 The 
transgressive charge of Minujín’s works therefore emanated not only from their novel forms and 
puzzling contents but also from the youthful and uncouth outsiders that they lured to the 
increasingly crazy block, signaling, as Romero Brest publicly affirmed, not just an artistic 
revolution but a cultural one as well.80 “The Di Tella is inundated by an astonishingly young 
public,” newspapers report with anxiety, “teens complain because the spectacle is prohibited for 
minors [under sixteen] and the Argentine establishment also complains.”81 Caught on tape, the 
polished, habitual art-goers emerging from La Menesunda on opening night commented that the 
work was “fuera de lugar” or literally “out of a place,” an expression signaling the outrageous 
infringement of space effectuated by the bizarre work of art and, eventually, its unusual visitors.  
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Some critics, however, celebrate La Menesunda’s interpenetration of an exclusive art 
world and the pueblo, writing:  
Thus, La Menesunda was a singular success of mass communication, of, at last, a 
dialogue between art and the pueblo. . . . Only in this way does art slowly incorporate 
itself into the soul of peoples and there it will become life, it will really become culture. . 
. . La Menesunda amply fulfilled a link between art and pueblo, incorporating itself in the 
life of the man of the streets: many times I heard on a suburban train how a man going or 
coming from work, suspended his reading of the latest crime to, at the slightest pretext, 
“tell the story of the La Menesunda” to his fellow traveler.82  
 
Esteban Todaro, the director of the School of Publicity Arts, concurs, “The great mass of the 
public, composed of working people and students with a little or faulty aesthetic education, have 
for political and social reasons remained distant from the arts throughout the history of the 
country. Since May 1810, [they] continue to understand nothing. And that is the essence of the 
problem, because in reality, the salubrious objective of the creators of La Menesunda is to find 
an aesthetic point of contact with the public.”83  
Nevertheless, the majority of the cognoscenti responded negatively. Writing his 
disparaging and satirical review of La Menesunda entirely in lunfardo, one critic adopts the 
presumed point of view of a lower class urbanite, who is so riled by the work that he threatens to 
return with his cronies to wreak havoc—a real menesunda.84 Reducing the common man to a 
caricature, the article tells us little about this demographic’s reaction to La Menesunda but 
betrays elitist fears that Minujín’s environment might agitate a proletarian mob. Perhaps for the 
same reason, the writer Eduardo González Lanuza attempts to besmirch La Menesunda by 
linking it to Socialist Realism and “the artists behind the Iron Curtain”—an implausible 
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association in terms of style and medium.85 In fact, when university students broke out in protest 
and took over a university building later in 1965, newspapers immediately described their 
anarchic hold out as “a replica of La Menesunda” and “La Menesunda II.”86  
Certainly, Minujín’s art momentarily turned the Di Tella’s immediate vicinity into a sort 
of ghetto, unappealing to the more conservative and dutifully employed members of society, as 
made clear by writer Pedro Orgambide’s description of the neighborhood: 
a block in Buenos Aires transforms itself into something incongruous, into a strange body 
within the city, a territory prohibited to the common sense of employees going home. . . 
This ‘otherness’ is what astonishes.87  
 
Orgambide’s bourgeois malaise is indicative of the class tensions that, throughout the 1960s, 
spurred the upper echelons of Argentine society to instill a cultural hegemonic order, articulated 
through the ostensible modernization of Buenos Aires.  
For roughly the first half of the twentieth century, the immutability of Buenos Aires—as 
a material reality, lived space with set practices, and discursive formation—represented in the 
Argentine cultural imaginary the stability and legitimacy of the firmly established bourgeois 
social order, inherited from the 19th century and stretching back to the colonial period.88 
However, the nine years of the Perón administration (1946-1955) had shattered the illusion of 
this epistemological given by favoring and mobilizing a militant working class while politically 
and physically marginalizing the middle and upper classes.89 The spatial tactics of the 
Peronists—specifically, their mass urban demonstration and, to a lesser degree, their new, 
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monumental buildings—defied spatial hierarchies and reshaped the cityscape by bringing 
unwashed multitudes from the capital’s bordering factories and the more distant countryside 
right into the downtown spaces previously reserved for more economically fortunate groups.90  
Following Perón’s ouster, upper middle class anxieties over the loss of cultural capital 
and the capital itself did not abate, for successive, unstable political regimes and experimental 
economic policies (desarollismo) aggravated the mercuriality of Argentine society.91 Faced with 
Argentina’s lack of a social and political consensus, an estranged bourgeoisie attempted to re-
territorialize the capital as a physical space and discursive trope by reviving the image of Buenos 
Aires as a cosmopolitan metropolis. 92 “The Paris of Latin America” from the first half of the 20th 
century was now to become the New York of the South. This vision naturalized a series of 
developments—the construction of skyscrapers, proliferation of private cars, influx of consumer 
goods, redevelopment and displacement of impoverished neighbors, rise of gated communities, 
explosive propagation of TV and printed media, etc.—that harmonized with the developmentalist 
discourse and policies from which the upper echelons of society had the most to gain.93  
Importantly, the discourse refashioning Buenos Aires as an emblem of modernity 
emanated in large part from the city’s art world. Institutions, such as the Di Tella, were seen as 
instrumental agents of this transformation, as documented by Giunta, Podalsky, and King, among 
others. Restany’s 1965 essay, praising Buenos Aires for its vibrant cosmopolitanism, is yet 
another example of this tendency. Having spent a month in the capital, Restany argues that 
Buenos Aires is both the site and the cause of a new “modern Argentinian culture, . . . a specific 
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branch of a new humanism,” which will enable the capital to connect and compete with all the 
other influential cultural centers of the world. This universal yet porteño sense of Argentine 
modernity was crystallizing, he maintains, through the art of a new generation of young artists, 
including Minujín, who were “discovering the true face of Buenos Aires.”94  
However, the urban features that Restany repeatedly praises have little to do with 
Argentina or local porteño culture. In fact, the critic casts Buenos Aires as a sort of transnational 
pastiche or heterotopia containing and reflecting all of the world’s other major Western cities. To 
Restany, the “reality of Buenos Aires” happens to be its most upscale and North Atlantic 
features: its Spanish ramblas, British banks, French squares, Italian luxury shops, American golf 
courses, etc.95 He never misses an opportunity to explicitly mention a foreign country as the 
source for any noteworthy aspect of Buenos Aires.	His fixation on the primarily European-
inspired opulence of the city is such that he can turn a blind eye to its severe problems and 
describe it as a “living museum of the Argentine populace.”96 The metaphor equates urban space 
with the museum’s timeless domain of beauty, high culture, and order—a site free of the poverty, 
corruption, instability, filth, congestion, and other inhumane conditions, then defining large 
swaths of Buenos Aires, including (but not limited to) its numerous villas miserias [cities of 
misery] or shantytowns.97	Although Restany vaguely acknowledges in passing the country’s 
“presently lowered local situation, both in economy and politics,” he ignores the ramifications of 
such a decline, preferring to focus on the salubrity of the nation’s intellectual revival.98 
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However, La Menesunda and El Batacazo’s brand of “urban folklore,” to use Restany’s 
phrase, did not focus on the aspects of Buenos Aires that the French critic applauds.99 Rather, the 
environments alluded to the sectors of the city that disrupted or contradicted the construction of 
Buenos Aires as a modern metropolis tantamount to Paris or New York. It presented an image 
not of a glamorous and refined metropolis but of a city saturated by the kitschiest manifestations 
of spectacle culture. “In [La Menesunda],” one journalist comments, “publicity, lights, television 
are starkly exposed.”100 To which, Minujín replies, “We make fun of the things we hate.”101  
La Menesunda and El Batacazo’s ability to rally an unprecedented number of unrefined 
people into the space of high art, reenacted, albeit on a more modest scale, the uncultured 
masses’ recent “take over” of the capital and its bourgeois spaces. Thanks to Minujín’s legions of 
presumed philistines, the sphere of art—an enclave for the privileged, which had heretofore 
remained unclaimed by Peronism—finally and very literally became lost to the streets, that most 
democratic of spaces.102 La Menesunda re-appropriated, to use Henri Lefebvre’s terminology, 
the conceptualized space of the art institution through the erection of a representational or lived 
space.103 It relocated the lowliness and anti-hierarchical, even anarchic, nature of the street into 
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the art institution, inverting the function of the museum as the guardian of high culture while 
toying with the fragility of the Argentine social order. In Minujín’s eyes, the city was not a living 
museum, as Restany imagines, but rather the very antithesis of the museum. 
Take, for instance, La Menesunda’s multiple references to Florida Street. At the turn of 
the century, Florida Street was the heart of porteño refinement.104 By the 1950s, however, the 
street had fallen into disrepair and acquired a more popular and commercial air, despite its 
clusters of highbrow art venues and select bookshops. Towards the late 1960s, plans were made 
to revamp it so as to “create a feeling of calm to counteract the rush.”105 The goal was to make 
Florida less street-like, less public, and certainly less déclassé.106 The many galerias or shopping 
arcades built on Florida throughout the 1950s and 60s facilitated this. Similarly to the Parisian 
arcades that Benjamin examines, these sheltering structures enabled prosperous crowds to shop 
away from the hoi polloi. Along with the popularization of the car and the proliferation of high-
rise dwellings, the galerias represented a trend in Buenos Aires: the upper and middle classes’ 
joint effort to reshape the city through the surreptitious erection of new public-private divides, 
establishing a protective distance between the haves and have-nots.107 Through these buffers or 
bubbles, an incipient neoliberal, consumerist subject could emerge and have an abstracted 
experience of the city. In such a setting, the body became so sheltered that it could be forgotten, 
turning the subject into a disembodied and all-consuming eye. 
La Menesunda’s representation of Florida Street ran counter to the aura of modern order 
that the upper and middle classes hoped to recover. Diverting the spectacle of an incipient 
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neoliberal capitalism, La Menesunda condensed and celebrated the most disruptive aspects of the 
Di Tella’s neighborhood: the cluttered, disorderly look of its visual pollution; the hustle and 
bustle of its throngs of people; the tacky neon lights of its billboards; the intrusive, if not 
offensive, smells of its street food; and a wide range of cacophonous sounds. No longer a respite 
from the jarring urban environment, the Di Tella was transformed by La Menesunda’s sensorium 
of capitalist junkspace. The institution could not offer its wealthier visitors the sense of detached 
omniscience that was the chief effect of the capital’s ongoing transformation. Rather, visitors 
confronted their condition as bodies connected to—and even assailed by—their urban 
environment and those of other social circles. 
In addition to the museum, La Menesunda destabilized other spaces central to bourgeois 
identity. Particular situations, such as the bedchamber with a couple canoodling in bed, 
deliberately piqued bourgeois sensibilities by splaying open to a mass public the most inviolable 
and intimate space of the bourgeois home: the master bedroom. “We think that [the work] 
underestimated intimacy by taking away through public exposure its deepest sense as something 
utterly guarded and tranquil,” carps one critic.108 Historically, the private home had represented 
an upper/middle class refuge from Peronism and its theatrical domination of city spaces, 
especially the plazas.109 After Perón’s ouster, Argentina’s rising cult of domesticity, nurtured by 
the government’s influx of foreign-made household commodities, encouraged people to stay at 
home consuming—a preferable alternative to gathering in public spaces, as had been common 
practice during the Peronist period.110 La Menesunda’s bedroom situation violated the politically 
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instrumentalized insularity of the domestic sphere and went against these social trends. Likewise, 
La Menesunda’s make-up room, which was sponsored by the Miss Ylang cosmetics company, 
was another boudoir-like space covered in beauty product samples and inhabited by aestheticians 
offering makeovers and massages. It thus alluded to the vanity room usually found in luxurious 
homes only to fuse it with the commercialized space of the department’s store gimmicky beauty 
counters. The displayed cosmetic samples provided by Miss Ylang acted essentially as an ad 
while the entire situation doubled as a promotional event. This blurring replicated capitalism’s 
encroachment of all realms of life no matter how seemingly private. This chamber’s make-up 
and perfume samples even literalized the irresistible draw of the consumerist domestic sphere. 
Since this room was located inside a giant papier-mâché head of a woman, it implied that even 
the mind or identity of subjects was being colonized by consumerism.  
The bedroom and make-up chambers therefore flouted the ongoing reinforcement of 
private-public divides that insulate dominant sectors from the effects of the previous decade’s 
Peronist “massification.” One reviewer surmises, “The scenes of beds and seduction. . . in La 
Menesunda reek more of defiance than of pleasure: it says something like ‘let’s play with the 
prohibited.’”111 Indeed, film footage of some of the well-to-do visitors entering La Menesunda’s 
recreated bedroom captures their evident discomfort. Men, dressed in their best suits and ties, 
immediately avert their eyes and scurry out of the room, swiftly escorting their elegantly coiffed 
partners, who sometimes dare to glance back at the cuddling couple.112 With the bed placed at 
the edge of a descending staircase, visitors coming through this room gradually shrink in stature, 
acquiring the lowered point of view of a child. In this manner, La Menesunda staged an 
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infantilizing encounter or, more specifically, a primal scene113 that publicly libidinized the bodies 
and gazes of visitors and ran counter to notions of respectability. In response, seven hundred 
members of Catholic and conservative groups organized a conference under the leadership of 
writer Eduardo González Lanuza to denounce La Menesunda as a corrupting influence and “a 
ludic and aesthetic failure.”114 Fonseca, the chief of police, similarly stated that La Menesunda 
was immoral for its exhibition of certain “intimate objects.”115 
Finally, as assemblages, cobbling together an overwhelming quantity of disparate 
materials, La Menesunda and El Batacazo conjured the disorder, saturation, and hodgepodge of 
not just commercial zones but also less fortunate neighborhoods and squatter settlements. These, 
too, were created in an ad hoc manner using a wide range of objects and materials foreign to 
conventional architecture. La Menesunda’s disorienting structure further echoed the labyrinthine 
layouts of urban sprawl, including the villas miserias, which controverted the official discourse’s 
promulgation of the capital as a symbol of modernity.116 By representing the city as an eccentric 
and illogical patchwork of “unmapable” microcosms, La Menesunda activated bourgeois fears 
regarding the gradual take-over of the knowable, orderly city grid by the rhizomatic, 
uncontrollable, and unreasoned propagation of the city’s least desirable sectors.  
More so than La Menesunda, El Batacazo conflated its bricolage aesthetic with an 
undeniably modern, even futuristic, look. It achieved this, in part, through its lavish use of 
Plexiglas. A new material popularized by the latest consumer products imported from the U.S., 
Plexiglas signified modernity, technological advancement, and the transnational flow of 
																																																								
113 In fact, this room’s unnerving distortion of scale parallels the compositional strategies of Max Ernst’s own 
surrealist art, specifically The Master’s Bedroom (1920). See Hal Foster, Prosthetic Gods (Cambridge: The MIT 
Press, 2006), 211-212.  
114 Eduardo Gonzalez Lanuza, La Menesunda, Buenos Aires, 1965, cited in John King, El Di Tella y el desarollo 
cultural argentine en la década del sesenta, 104. For more on censorship directed at the Di Tella, see King, 11. 
115 King, 218. 




corporate capital.117 Because of its translucence and ties to foreign investment, Plexiglas was 
also associated with Buenos Aires’s new, prismatic structures118—those “truest expression[s] of 
modernity,” which often made newspaper headlines and, as architecture historian Silvio Plotquin 
notes, “followed the increased amount of foreign capital to Argentina” (fig. 30).119 As suggested 
by her ensuing 1966 architectural project Transformador de cuerpos [Body Transformer] with 
architecture theorist Mario Gandelsonas, Minujín was actively thinking about these architectural 
trends.120 It was no coincidence that the city’s recently built crystalline towers visually rhymed 
with El Batacazo’s overall transparency, hermetic orderliness, and orthogonal lines—features, 
which also defined the Di Tella’s new, modern glass façade, designed by the prominent 
Argentine architect and artist Clorindo Testa.121 Generally, the new transparent towers offered 
beautiful, commanding views of Buenos Aires, which sublimated urban problems. For the Di 
Tella building, however, this see-through exterior was symbolically important for opposite 
reasons: it intended to mesmerize and lure the street’s passersby by offering a clear line of sight 
to the center’s art. In this fashion, the building remained open to the world beyond it and 
disavowed its similarities with the city’s new architectural expressions of capitalist power and 
exclusion.  
																																																								
117 At the time, Argentine artists are keenly aware of these associations, since, as Canclini notes, the corporations 
selling these new types of plastics are also sponsoring exhibitions and training artists in how to use plastics in their 
art. For example, in 1966, the Argentine Chamber of Plastic Industry organizes a course on plastic for 55 artists. 
Although Minujín uses Plexiglas, she does so in a deviant and defiant manner, which ultimately points to corporate 
capital’s machinations. García Canclini, La producción simbólica, 113. 
118 Podalsky, 17. 
119 Silvio Plotquin, “Argentina,” in Latin America in Construction: Architecture 1955-1980, ed. Barry Bergdoll 
(New York: The Museum of Modern Art, 2015), 94. 
120 Minujín’s drawing for this structure shares many attributes with El Batacazo: a toboggan slide, transparent skin, 
narrow hallways, and even long lines of visitors. According to Barry Bergdoll, Minujín and Gandelsonas’s project 
“reflected French structuralist thinking about the relationship of architecture and regimes of power.” Latin America 
in Construction: Architecture 1955-1980, 98. 
121 Clorindo Testa, interview with John King, El Di Tella y el desarollo cultural argentine en la década del sesenta, 
359. In the 1950s, Testa is involved in a government study that aims to implement modernist urban planning 
techniques in working-class areas. He is therefore one of the leading agents behind the effort to reinvent Buenos 
Aires and is particularly proud of the Di Tella building’s captivating transparency. Silvio Plotquin, “Argentina” in 




However, in El Batacazo, the simple circuit of Plexiglas rooms was also reminiscent of 
transparent mazes designed for laboratory animals under scientific observation. This association 
with a sci-fi, unnatural setting was further strengthened by the ecological station’s live rabbits 
and flies—animals typically used in scientific experiments—which were trapped in between 
glass walls and nets. Disturbed by its anthropocenic qualities, Masotta describes the ecological 
station as “the aberrant idea of a field intermediary between the raw animal world of the senses 
and the artifices of culture.”122 At the same time, these unsettling, imprisoned creatures alluded 
to Greco’s mordant arte-vivo piece Thirty Mice of the New Generation (1962), a Plexiglas vitrine 
containing white rats eating breadcrumbs.123 Greco had named each rodent after thirty artists, 
including Minujín, who had participated in an exclusively Argentine group show, Trente 
argentins de la nouvelle generation, while in Paris. Greco’s satirical aim was to underscore the 
predicament of Latin American artists abroad—namely, their desire to participate and be seen in 
Paris’s art world at the cost of willfully submitting themselves to an ultimately limiting and 
tokenizing exhibition concept: a visibility trap.124 Minujín did not forget this lesson; El Batacazo 
operated in a similar vein. It created a correspondence between its imprisoned animals as 
observable and instrumentalized test subjects and its equally observed, controlled, and 
objectified human occupants. The formal parallel between El Batacazo and the Di Tella’s 
transparent façade therefore served to undermine Testa’s claim that the Di Tella was an art space 
																																																								
122 Masotta, “Three Argentines in New York,” 189.  
123 This was not the first time that Minujín references Greco’s piece Thirty Rats of the New Generation. Through its 
liberation of caged critters, The Destruction also alludes to Greco’s work, as Daniel Quiles points out. See Daniel 
Quiles “Burn Out My Potentiality: Destruction and collectivity in Greco and Minujín,” Beginning with a Bang!: 
From Confrontation to Intimacy: An exhibition of Argentine contemporary artists, 1960-2007 (New York: Americas 
Society, 2008), 73. 
124 According to Minujín’s diary, Greco’s participation in Trente argentins de la nouvelle generation had always 
been uncertain because his ideas, involving live animals, were too outré to Germaine Derbecq, the show’s curator. 
His unwanted rat piece was therefore a form of protest against his exclusion as well as a type of sabotage (the work 
unleashed such potent odors that Minujín had to remove it from the gallery towards the end of the opening). Though 
a close friend of Minujín’s, Greco was at the time on bad terms with her due to a heated quarrel at the home of 





in true contiguity with the streets. Instead, the self-contained box of El Batacazo emphasized the 
art institution as a hermetic microcosm, capable of luring, separating, testing, and ultimately 
disciplining its occupants all while exhibiting them. The result was a voyeuristic, anti-social, and 
divisive dynamic rather than an egalitarian connection between participants and viewers, insiders 
and outsiders.  
In sum, by fusing the immaculate sleekness of modernist corporate architecture with 
vulgar materials and an assemblage principle of construction, El Batacazo conflated Buenos 
Aires’s spectacularly modern corporate architecture with its underside—the commerciality of 
crowded streets, the privatization of public space, the haphazard and disorienting layouts of 
underprivileged neighborhoods, and a dystopian, technocratic futurism. It presented an image of 
the city not as a purely advanced, beautiful, and cultivated center of wealth—Restany’s living 
museum, for example—but, rather, as a shambolic space of surveillance, offering little more than 
a glut of cheap products and the lowbrow, spectacular diversions of the urban masses. Minujín 
thus took the dream of modernization and merged it with its nightmare. In the process, she also 
implicated the Di Tella in the city’s phantasmagoric modernization, since it, like the city’s plans 
for urban renewal, relied on local wealthy families and foreign investment. 
Because Minujín’s environments united incompatible sites—the streets with the 
institutions of high art; private and public space; modern architecture with lowbrow commercial 
zones—viewers were confronted with an alternate spatial arrangement, which highlighted the 
organization of real urban space according to socioeconomic polarities. By translating the 
complex intersection of urban redevelopment and social relations as a dichotomization between 
vaguely defined haves and have-nots, El Batacazo and La Menesunda performed an essential 




capable of encompassing and regrouping a maximum number of social particularities.125 One 
French critic infers as much, “[La Menesunda] is the objectification of a new spirit, of another 
comprehension, of an adaptation to new times. There can only be those who are FOR and those 
who are AGAINST. [His emphasis]”126  
Giving the example of unrelated problems plaguing the same neighborhood, Ernesto 
Laclau explains that a mere association or “relation of contiguity” between different social issues 
suffices to create a different sort of link. He writes, “the relation of contiguity will start to shade 
into one of analogy, the metonymy into a metaphor.”127 This formation of an analogical or 
equivalential relationship between the different problems of distinct groups can, in turn, become 
“a nodal point in the constitution of a ‘people.’”128 Minujín’s environments therefore provided a 
site in which distinct issues and phenomena—namely, unreasoned urban sprawl, the unchecked 
penetration of transnational capital, and the privatization of public space—entered a relationship 
of contiguity that was potent and graspable precisely because it was physical, affective, and 
participatory, rather than merely conceptual. Her environments offered a populist surface of 
inscription on which a unity of demands belonging to a popular subject position could coalesce 
or crystallize.129 Comparing this process to the condensation occurring in dreams, Laclau 
expounds, “An image [or populist symbol] does not express its own particularity, but a plurality 
of quite dissimilar currents of unconscious thought which find their expression in that single 
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2007), 18-19, 98, 117-118. 
126 “Les Expositions: Centre d’Art Visuelle de L’Institut Di Tella: La Menesunda,” Le Quotidien, Beunos Aires, 
June 14, 1965. F.C.U. Marta Minujín Archives. Press Folder 1960.   
127 Laclau, 109. 
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129 Ibid., 98-99 I am not concerned with ascertaining if El Batacazo and La Menesunda actually succeeded in 
constituting a populus out of a pleb. My intention is strictly to underline the radicality of these environments as 




image.”130 A work of art perhaps? Strikingly, Minujín often touts, “I have tapped through my art 
into the collective unconscious of the Argentine people.”131 
 The role of affect is indispensable to such a process of condensation. Laclau states, “The 
conclusion is clear: the complexes which we call ‘discursive or hegemonic formations,’ which 
articulate differential and equivalential logics, would be unintelligible without the affective 
component.” 132	Critics and historians have often denigrated Minujín’s environments for 
cultivating an exceedingly playful tenor and for embracing droll gimmicks more typical of 
popular entertainment than high art. But by being a “Coney Island for the mind,” El Batacazo 
and La Menesunda adopted the temporal mode of festivals, fairgrounds, and carnivals, which, as 
explained by Michel Foucault, present time as an indivisible or indeterminate affective flow.133 
Along these lines, Minujín often explains that her art “rescues” or suspends quotidian time. The 
poetic pamphlet for La Menesunda, for instance, states that the work “SALVAGES ‘time.’”134 
Indeed, through her art’s distorted and affective temporality, Minujín rejected the archival and 
linear temporal mode epitomized by art’s exhibition spaces such as the museum. Minujín’s 
embrace of a carnivalesque temporality was therefore far from ludicrous or affirmative, as most 
critics have suggested. Always perceptive, Masotta adopted a different stance. Using language 
reminiscent of Bakhtin’s writings, he describes El Batacazo as possessing “the ambivalent 
atmosphere…of amusement parks,” which is both “festive and disenchanting.”135  
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131 “Marta Minujín, “El mundo nos mira,” Programa 23, Canal de la Ciudad, Buenos Aires, Feb. 10, 2015. < 
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132 Ibid., 111.   
133 Michel Foucault, “Of Other Spaces: Utopias and Heterotopias” in Architecture, Movement, Continuité, no. 5 
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134 Jorge Romero Brest, Marta Minujín, and Ruben Santantonin, “La Menesunda,” Listen, Here, Now!, 109. 
135 My emphasis. Oscar Masotta, “Three Argentines in New York,” Listen, Here, Now!, 189. Jorge Romero Brest 
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The carnivalesque inversion and suspension of order, produced by Minujín’s seemingly 
inane environments, placed these works squarely within the domain of heterotopias of illusion. 
Foucault defines this type of heteretopia as an “effectively enacted utopia in which…all the other 
real sites that can be found within the culture, are simultaneously represented, contested, and 
inverted.”136 La Menesunda and El Batacazo were such counter-sites and counter-spectacles, 
“expos[ing] every real space, all the sites inside of which human life is partitioned, as still more 
illusory.”137 Ultimately, the hegemonic project of Argentina’s most privileged sectors proved 
unstoppable and the urban transformations begun in the 1960s culminated in the 1990s, when 
Buenos Aires with its new malls, private citadels, restaurant chains, and theme parks finally 
crystallized as a neoliberal, postmodern city, not unlike Los Angeles, Dubai, or Las Vegas. 
Nevertheless, the people that La Menesunda and El Batacazo summoned to the Di Tella retained 
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Chapter Five: A Transnational Happening: Out of the Mass Media  
“With people like Lebel, Moorman, Kaprow, Vostell, and Minujín [there is] a creation of [a] 
state of disorder for itself or for no clear purpose (avant-garde) or for political reasons (justified 
say by amusing the populace but actually training them for riots) . . . its no surprise that 
‘happenings’ of this direction are popular at this time.”—Claes Oldenburg, 19661  
 
“The power of the artist is precisely the influence he wields over the fantasies of his public.”—
Allan Kaprow, 19642 
 
By 1966, the public use of new technologies, such as satellites and computers, had 
accelerated the global exchange of information making the world seem smaller and more 
interconnected than ever before. Addressing such changes, Marshall McLuhan’s catchy 
aphorisms and novel concepts had become widespread, influencing several Argentine artists, 
most notably the Medios group, who, in mid-1966, began creating art within mass 
communication circuits. At the same time, a military coup in Argentina established the 
dictatorship of General Juan Carlos Onganía and immediately dispelled the optimism of the 
previous years. Given these transformative shifts, Argentines from both ends of the political 
spectrum saw happenings as passé, nugatory, and hedonistic in their exuberance.3 Pointing to the 
media’s control over the reception of happenings, the Medios group proclaimed happenings to be 
dead.4 The collective proposed a new type of art—mass media art (arte de los medios)—as the 
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critical negation of the ostensibly defunct happening.5 But Minujín, who had always placed her 
happenings in dialogue with spectacle and new forms of technology, did not see the 
intensification of the media as sounding the death knell of this art form. Through A Three 
Country Happening, her most technologically ambitious project, she created a happening that 
confronted and contested the seismic changes of this moment: the proliferation of new 
communication technologies and the naturalization of their reconfiguration of subjectivity; the 




In April of 1966, Minujín began planning a transnational happening—the first of its kind, 
according to Michael Kirby—that took place in October later that year.6 For this event, titled A 
Three Country Happening, Minujín enlisted the collaboration of artists Allan Kaprow and Wolf 
Vostell, who contributed to the project from their home countries, the United States and 
																																																								
5 The Medios group is keen on emphasizing its negative, oppositional relationship to happenings. However, Eliseo 
Verón, a sociologist and critic closely associated with the Medios group, notes that both happenings and media art 
focus on “social action” as a material to manipulate. Happenings affect social action on a “microscopic level” while 
media art operates on “the much more global plane of mass communication.” The difference between happenings 
and media art is therefore a matter of degree and not a true opposition. Verón concludes, “There is, in my opinion, 
no radical opposition between the genre of happenings and this first incursion [Happening for a Dead Boar] into the 
field of a poetics of mass communication, as believed by the authors [of Happening for a Dead Boar].” Yet the 
difference that Verón establishes between the micro-scale of happenings and the global scope of media art quickly 
falls apart when one considers Minujín’s happenings, which address a mass audience (as seen in Cavalcade, Suceso 
Plastico) as well as a global one (as made evident in A Three Country Happening). The differences between 
Minujín’s happenings and media art therefore lay elsewhere, as this chapter argues. Verón, “La Obra (1967),” 
Ramona 9-10 (2000-2001): 46-50, 47.  
6 Michael Kirby describes A Three Country Happening as “the first performance piece in history to make use of 
several coordinated mass media.” Kirby, “Marta Minujín’s Simultaneity in Simultaneity,” The Drama Review: TDR, 
12. 3 (Spring 1968): 148-152, 148. By “transnational,” I am referring to Néstor García Canclini’s notion of 
transnationalization, which he distinguishes from internationalization and globalization. The transnational 
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which they form ties.” In contrast to transnational “interconnections [which] continue to bear the imprint of their 
nations of origin,” globalizing processes are far more de-territorialized. Internationalization, on the other hand, is a 
phenomenon entirely regulated by nation-states and thus preserves the local character of goods, messages, and 
people, despite their relocation to and/or contact with foreign places. García Canclini, Imagined Globalization, trans. 




Germany respectively.7 Each artist performed a happening that was to be shown live on 
Argentine television through the use of the recently launched Early Bird satellite.8 Minujín’s 
contribution to the project was Simultaneidad en simultaneidad [Simultaneity in Simultaneity], a 
happening composed of two segments, Simultaneidad envolvente [Involving Simultaneity] and 
Invasión instantanea [Instantaneous Invasion].	Considering the complexity of these 
interconnected happenings, it is helpful to approach A Three Country Happening through the 
instantly legible advertising that introduced this work to the Argentine public: a poster drawn by 
Vostell (fig. 1). 	
Doubling as an invitation pamphlet, this poster presents a borderless and unlabeled map 
of the world where the attenuated outlines of misshapen continents fade into the blankness of the 
paper support. Atop this dissolving and distorted geographic ground, a crisp equilateral triangle, 
delineated by neat arrows and thick, dark dashes, connects the cities of Buenos Aires, New York, 
and Berlin. These locations and their labels are, however, dwarfed by the adjacent names of the 
three participating artists. Complicating the composition’s layering of content, multiple 
concentric circles emanate from each city. As they expand outwards, these rings, signifying radio 
waves, intercept one another and collide with the central triangle. Similar circles also surround 
the bulls-eye, representing Early Bird at the near center of the poster, while additional dotted 
lines and arrows link the satellite to each city.9 The overall image is less a cartographic rendering 
																																																								
7 Marta Minujín, Obras 1959-1989, 255. 
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9 As the first international commercial satellite to provide virtually instantaneous telecommunication between 
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of the world than a carefully demarcated web of cybernetic exchange. As is typical of what is 
now commonly known as “satnav” imagery, the poster’s hyper-legibility—its effort to render a 
vast apparatus self-evident to human perception and cognition—belies the fact that the diagram 
is far from transparent. The contents of the satellite transmissions (presumably, the happenings) 
remain elusive while the entire communication system’s ties to a North American military-
industrial complex with aggressively capitalistic global designs are suppressed. 	
Moreover, by privileging the representation of an invisible informational network and 
diminishing geopolitical markers almost to the point of erasure, the poster suggests that A Three 
Country Happening was, in spite of its name, indifferent to representing or fostering 
relationships between sovereign states. In this alternate cartography, an egalitarian, peer-to-peer 
circuit not only effaces and supersedes national frontiers but also counters conventional 
hierarchical conceptions of global dynamics—for instance, the then popular view of the world as 
a series of concentric circles of influence, emanating from centers of power towards peripheral 
regions.10 Instead of effectuating an international, multicultural exchange, the project, as the 
poster implies, aimed to transcend the political, economic, and cultural specificities of different 
nations and regions in order to focus on a globally emerging media ecosystem linking the myriad 
of individuals (the Kaprows, Minujíns, and Vostells of the world) plugged into its streams of 
information. In A Three Country Happening, form—specifically, the transnational channels of 
the mass media—had precedence over the particularities of content, i.e., the transmitted 
happenings. The technological, rather than artistic, medium of A Three Country Happening was, 
by all appearances, the message.  
																																																																																																																																																																																		
Bird seems to confirm the advent of Marshall McLuhan’s synchronic global village, explaining the satellite’s 
centrality within the poster.  
10 During the Cold War, the world was also frequently conceptualized and divided into blocs (the first, second, and 




From the outset, A Three Country Happening thus conveyed a McLuhanesque 
understanding of both the mass media and the world. To McLuhan, media is “any technology 
whatever that creates extensions of the human body and senses” and which, thereby, changes 
“the nature of our environment.”11 More specifically, it is any tool that “shapes and controls the 
scale and form of human association and action.”12 The mass media distinguish themselves from 
other kinds of technology not only through their capacity to impact large numbers of people but, 
more importantly, through “the fact that everybody becomes involved in them at the same 
time.”13 The dynamic crisscross of lines in Vostell’s poster, as well as the tautological title of 
Minujín’s contribution to the project, strives to underscore this extraordinary simultaneity. An 
allusion to McLuhan’s catchphrase, “We now live in a global village…a simultaneous 
happening,”14 Simultaneidad en simultaneidad scrutinized McLuhan’s notion of the global 
village as a phenomenon of electrical contraction, continuous feedback, and “organic 
interlacing” that instantly unifies humanity, engendering a new boundless and externalized 
collective subjectivity or “total field-awareness.”15 Although McLuhan acknowledges in his 
writings the possibility of conflict and anxiety in the global village, his statements regarding its 
potential “to involve us in the whole of mankind and to incorporate the whole of mankind in us” 
often acquire an incontrovertibly utopian and even populist ring.16 “The simultaneous insists 
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12 Marshall McLuhan, Understanding Media: The Extensions of Man (Cambridge, Mass.: The MIT Press, 1994), 9.  
13 Ibid., 349. 
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upon the harmonious,” McLuhan declares as early as 1957.17 It is because of technology’s 
extension of consciousness and power to “abolish[] both space and time” that, McLuhan 
believes, so many regional, political, and economic differences can be transcended, as Vostell’s 
poster implies.18 “Electric speed,” he writes, can “bring all social and political functions together 
in a sudden implosion.”19 A decentralizing force, this phenomenon can at last void long 
entrenched center/periphery hierarchies, establishing an inclusive utopia—what he calls “The 
Fourth World.”20 “[O]ne-way expansion from centers to margins is no longer relevant to our 
electric world,” the thinker assures.21  
 Such a vision of technology-driven globalization was certainly tantalizing to Minujín, 
who, as the protégé of Jorge Romero Brest, was invested in the doyen’s ongoing endeavor to turn 
Buenos Aires into a globally recognized incubator of avant-garde art on par with New York. 
Unsurprisingly, many did not hesitate to pigeonhole Minujín as an unquestioning exponent of 
McLuhan’s hypotheses. One of the first to interpret Simultaneidad en simultaneidad, Masotta 
portrayed the happening as a diluted and superficial representation of McLuhan’s central thesis, 
“the medium is the message.” Letting a soupçon of disdain transpire, he writes:  
Minujín, along the lines of Marshall McLuhan, thinks that the communications media 
provide an environmental setting for the audiences, and that in her own work and through 
the simultaneous use of different communications media—radio, television, telegraph—
																																																																																																																																																																																		
despite his claims to the contrary, the thinker often rhapsodizes in no ambiguous terms about the media’s potential to 
usher in a better world—a vision carrying a whiff of Christian mysticism. McLuhan, for example, imagines that 
electronic technologies will possibly lead to a “state of universal understanding and unity, a state of absorption in the 
logos that could knit mankind into one family and create a perpetuity of collective harmony and peace” in which 
individuals could finally experience “a far richer and more fulfilling life—not the life of a mindless drone but of the 
participant in a seamless web of interdependence and harmony.” “Playboy Interview,” 262.    
17 Essential McLuhan, 275. 
18 McLuhan, Understanding Media, 3.  
19 Ibid., 4-5. 
20 McLuhan describes this Fourth World as an “electric world that goes around the First, Second, and Third 
Worlds,” thus superseding them all. Fortunately for impoverished nations, this Fourth World could take hold even if 
a region had not yet experienced the development of First and Second worlds. McLuhan, Understanding Me: 
Lectures and Interviews, ed. Stephanie McLuhan and David Staines (Cambridge, Mass.: The MIT Press, 2005), 282. 




she does nothing other than “signal” to the audiences, i.e. assist them in becoming 
conscious of this fact, of this “setting” power of the media.22 
 
Echoing Masotta’s view decades later, Longoni and Mestman argue that Simultaneidad en 
simultaneidad “took from McLuhan the idea that the media promote adjustment” and contrast 
what they view as Minujín’s wholehearted adoption of McLuhan’s theories with Masotta’s and 
Verón’s highly critical readings of the same ideas.23 Curator Victoria Noorthoorn similarly casts 
Simultaneidad en simultaneidad as a quasi-scientific demonstration of McLuhan’s theories. The 
work, she asserts rather vaguely, is “carrying out a sociological study of the effect of the mass 
media on a determined society.” 24  
Certainly, A Three Country Happening’s focus represented a significant, McLuhanesque 
shift in Minujín’s artistic use and understanding of the media.25 Although Minujín never 
explicitly defined what the mass media meant to her, all her works before 1966 had employed 
media organizations (newspapers, cable TV, radio) straightforwardly as local, centralized, and 
hierarchical institutions competing in the production and unilateral dissemination of information 
to a passive regional audience.26 With Suceso plástico, for instance, media outlets had been used 
in a fairly conventional manner to advertise her art. With A Three Country Happening, however, 
the media were considered as a global system reconfiguring human relations on an 
unprecedented scale. No longer content with piggyback riding on the finished products of a 
particular organ of the media, Minujín now sought to control and spotlight the media’s role and 
																																																								
22 Oscar Masotta, “Prologue to Happenings,” Listen, Here, Now!, 182. 
23 Ana Longoni and Mario Mestman, “After Pop, We Dematerialize,” Listen, Here, Now!,166. 
24 Victoria Noorthoorn, “The Vertigo of Creation” in Marta Minujín: Obras 1959-1989 (Buenos Aires: MALBA-
Fundacion Constantini, 2010), 245.  
25 In early 1967, Minujín even visited Fordham University to McLuhan documentation of the work. Javier Villa, 
“Marta Minujín: A Biography” in Marta Minujín, Obras 1959-1989, 277.  
26 This is also the Medios group’s view of the mass media. Masotta explains, “The problems of contemporary art 
reside less in the search for new content than in research of the ‘media’ for the transmission of that content. ‘Media’ 
here means generally what it means in advertising jargon: the information media (television, film, magazines, and 




effects as information traveled across a transnational, rhizomatic network encompassing all types 
of technologies and peoples.27 While “the media” once served as a catchall term for competing 
agents engaged in information production and exchange, in Simultaneidad en simultaneidad the 
media was hypostatized as a complex web of novel and antiquated communication technologies 
(satellite, TV, radio, even drawing), thereby exemplifying McLuhan’s dictum that the content of 
a medium is “always another medium.”28  
Although Minujín’s renewed understanding of the media owed much to McLuhan, the 
reception of Simultaneidad en simultaneidad as a mere illustration of McLuhan’s ideas was 
nevertheless reductive and facile. A 1966 letter in which critic Julián Cairol applauds Minujín’s 
idea for Simultaneidad en simultaneidad suggests that a lot more is at stake:  
Sensational, dear! Sensational! You have to go out into the streets, you have to make the 
man waiting on the street corner turn around and look around and know all the signs and 
symbols of the environment; we have to make him observe his reality in others and make 
others observe their reality; we have to give him a complete report on how many people 
die daily in Vietnam, on how many political prisoners are in this country, . . . etc. etc. 
You have to create a revolution or do nothing! . . . You have to go to the people [el 
pueblo] and make them transcend their current condition of oppression. . . You are a 
revolutionary, not an artist, you have to show those who integrate [Simultaneidad en 
simultaneidad] that they are not things, but the master of things, not objects but subjects. 
I await from you, now more than ever, nothing else than a revolution.29  
 
Minujín, of course, was not keen on making explicitly political statements and never positioned 
herself as an artist-revolutionary. Though less fustian than Cairol’s missive, her written words on 
the media nevertheless impart a criticality ignored or erased by most readings of Simultaneidad 
en simultaneidad:  
																																																								
27 The centrality of the satellite in Vostell’s poster is somewhat misleading, for it is neither the actual static center of 
the delineated network nor the true emitter/producer of information. Rather, the satellite is a perpetually moving 
conduit of information produced elsewhere. It is just one of many nodes, albeit a critical one, in this cybernetic 
rhizome. Its placement at the heart of the poster, however, is symbolic of its importance as the new and only tool 
capable of relaying data across the world at unprecedented velocities.   
28 McLuhan, Understanding Media, 305. 





the media eat everything up, transform everything. It is the only thing that modifies 
messages, producing some little piece of information that excites people, [so] a new 
product for taking care of your skin or keeping drinks cold is more important than what 
anyone might want to express…thinking about how to change technology, how to add to 
it, how to get into the media, how to change the timeframe of things.30 
 
Minujín’s skepticism of the media as capital’s insidious instruments of manipulation set her apart 
from McLuhan, who, preferring to naturalize technological change, hardly addressed the 
regulation of media networks and their messages by corporations and other forces. Minujín’s 
words also alert us to the possibility that her contribution to A Three Country Happening may not 
have perfectly aligned with the universalizing and affirmative (anti-)politics of Vostell’s poster. 
Minujín’s urgency to intercede in the media suggests that she harbored a view of technology’s 
influence on consciousness that was more dystopian than McLuhan’s. Although his evolutionary 
view of media presented different technologies as interconnected, McLuhan ultimately fell short 
of conceptualizing television and other mass communication platforms as a dispositif. In its 
consideration of totalitarianism and its greater geopolitical context, Simultaneidad en 
simultaneidad, as will soon be demonstrated, pointed to the media’s role within an apparatus 




Indifferent to the techno-utopianism of the Space Age, which Early Bird denoted, 
Kaprow and Vostell planned fairly conventional happenings for a project representing a 
particularly ambitious and cutting-edge expansion of the art form. Reminiscent of Household 
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from 1964, Kaprow’s contribution to A Three Country Happening consisted of a group of people 
licking cream off a car while two more individuals wrapped in aluminum foil exited the vehicle. 
In fact, Kaprow argues in a letter to Minujin that the use of Early Bird—that is, the technological 
dissemination of the work—is not essential to the project and that cybernetic simultaneity could 
be supplanted with synchronized collaboration. “The direct communication via TV and other 
media,” he writes, “is perhaps less important than the idea of three artists in three countries 
composing a work together. [His emphasis].”32 The happening by Vostell also followed a 
familiar recipe of incongruous and loosely scored actions, involving, for example, women 
sticking needles into a dead cow. This scene recycled the imagery of his 1965 happening 24 
Hours in which needles were inserted into raw meat. Minujín, however, was determined to use 
the technology Kaprow deemed inconsequential and costly. Her contribution therefore 
incorporated a wide range of telecommunication tools (telex, telegraph, TV, telephone, radio, 
etc.) and delivered on the complex informational crisscross promised by Vostell’s poster.  
Quick to seize an opportunity to champion herself, Minujín insisted during the broadcast 
of Simultaneidad en simultaneidad that her contribution represented a “new” type of happening, 
which, in contradistinction to Vostell’s and Kaprow’s “old happenings,” functioned as an 
“environmental signal.”33 This formulation indicated that Minujín had shifted from a narrow, 
																																																								
32 Allan Kaprow’s letter to Marta Minujín. Marta Minujín Archive. Simultaneidad en Simultaneidad Folder.  
33 Though sensible with regards to Vostell’s contribution to A Three Country Happening, Minujín’s characterization 
of Vostell’s work as “old hat” is somewhat disingenuous, for the German artist had long been pushing happenings in 
a new, technological direction. His 1959 happening Television Dé-coll/age for Millions was essentially a televised 
score, instructing audience members to play out a series of mundane as well as fanciful actions at home (e.g. 
brushing one’s teeth before the TV; holding a fish in one’s mouth; switching TV channels in a particular order; 
pricking oneself with a needle). The declared goal of this broadcast was to raise awareness of “the questionable and 
absurd influence of communications media on the masses.” Wolf Vostell, Dé-coll/age Happenings (New York: 
Something Else Press, 1966), 12. In April of 1966, when Minujín started planning A Three Country Happening, 
Vostell began drawing plans for his Technological Happening Room, a “visual-acoustic laboratory” intended “for 
the simultaneous use of all forms of visual and aural communications media.” Vostell, Dé-coll/age Happenings, 88. 
As illustrated in a sketch, this domestic, private space was designed for a single individual and included six 
television sets, a projector, telephone, and tape recorder, among other equipment. It is unclear if this chamber was 




Kaprowian understanding of environments (as large-scale assemblages incorporating everyday 
objects and real space) towards a McLuhanesque view of environments as technologically 
determined. Simultaneidad en simultaneidad was, therefore, a self-reflexive piece pointing to the 
technological conditions of its own communicability and of a new age. The relative simplicity of 
Kaprow’s and Vostell’s happenings enabled Minujín to subsume these works into the far more 
convoluted structure of Simultaneidad en simultaneidad, making her segment for A Three 
Country Happening the principal work.  
Simultaneidad envolvente, the first part of Simultaneidad in simultaneidad, occurred over 
two days. On the first day, October 13th, 1966, Minujín invited sixty local celebrities to the Di 
Tella’s auditorium (fig. 2).34 The famous individuals were selected based on the frequency with 
which their names appeared in the media; only the most mentioned were invited to participate. 
As their names were called, the stars one by one entered a large room, where rows of seats paired 
with TV sets awaited them (figure 3 and 4). Before they gradually advanced to their assigned 
spots, participants were handed their own portable radios and recorded saying their name, age, 
weight, and other biographical facts (fig. 5). A crew of cameramen overtly and ceaselessly 
filmed and photographed the personalities as they made their way through the room (figure 6). 
Once seated, the renowned individuals could observe the entire procession from their assigned 
closed-circuit televisions. While listening to their radios and watching their TVs, participants had 
																																																																																																																																																																																		
television. Gas, his first happening for TV, occurred in August of 1966 and unfolded like all of Kaprow’s previous 
happenings. Put differently, it failed to address the medium of television in any formal or critical sense. The result 
was a fairly banal documentary of a typical happening. It took another three years before Kaprow created another 
happening (Hello) for television. For more on this, see Robert Haywood, Allan Kaprow and Claes Oldenburg: Art, 
Happenings, and Cultural Politics (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2017), 92-97. 
34 Minujín’s sketch of the auditorium’s seating arrangement includes a list of participants, naming artist and critic 
Oscar Masotta, artist Liliana Portner, artist Marilú Marini, critic and theorist Eliseo Verón, and art critic and Di 
Tella director Jorge Romero Brest, among others. Simultaneity in Simultaneity (1966) Folder in Marta Minujín 
Archives. A partial list of participants can also be found in Jimena Ferreiro Pella’s “Works” in Marta Minujín, 
Obras 1959-1989, 255.  The number of celebrities emerging from the sphere of art is indicative of the way that art 




the additional task of tape-recording their impressions of the unfolding action. As soon as all the 
guests had taken their seats and completed their recording duties, Minujín instructed them to 
leave the room in the same orderly way in which they had entered it. The hired paparazzi also 
captured this final exit, bringing the duration of Simultaneidad envolvente to three hours. 
Minujín describes this entire process as resembling a night at the movies, “look at people at the 
cinema; the same thing happens more or less. They enter, they leave like meek little lambs but no 
one realizes [that the communication media have invaded them].”35 However, with 
Simultaneidad envolvente people, Minujín hoped, would finally “take consciousness [that] the 
communication media control you and use you in daily life.”36 
For the second part of Simultaneidad envolvente, held at midnight on October 24th, the 
same local personalities were asked to return to the Di Tella to repeat the same actions while 
wearing the same outfits as on October 13th. This time, however, the filmed footage of October 
13th unfolded on the front wall of the room. As a particular celebrity traversed the space, nine 
projectors displayed along the auditorium’s sidewalls various photographs of him or her 
performing the same exact task on October 13th (fig. 7). Unfolding sequentially, these life-size 
images appeared to glide down the length of the room, like shadows or mirror images moving in 
tandem with the walking star. At the same time, a sound system allowed everyone to hear the 
tape-recorded comments that they had made on the previous day of shooting. While all of this 
occurred, the public figures were asked to turn on their respective TVs and radios in order to 
watch Invasión instantánea, which was being broadcasted on national television and radio for the 
general public to see and hear.  
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Through its continuous recording and feedback, Simultaneidad envolvente pushed 
participants to develop an acute sense of self-awareness. More than an interruption, the played 
back audio and video footage of October 13th, overlaid onto the events of October 24th, created 
an uncanny acoustic, visual, and temporal doubling—an immersive, electronic palimpsest, 
staging an unsettling missed encounter with the present and the real.37 As with Minujín’s 
performing soldiers at the Galería Lirolay, repetition did not offer its usual psychological 
mastery over discomfiting or overwhelming events (in this case, the technological overload of 
October 13th). On the contrary, the happening’s ineluctable footage mediated the actions and 
feelings of participants to the point of making them seem out of step with themselves. The 
overall effect was one of dissociation and estrangement—a destabilizing infiltration of the 
monadic subject’s consciousness that was akin to what Anne Wagner identifies as the “toxic 
media overdose” experienced by Nancy Holt in Richard Serra’s 1974 video piece Boomerang. 38 
Fully aware of her art’s parallels with video art, Minujín writes in 1966, “the pointillism of 
television serves as a language, [but] the style [I] constantly create is of videotape [her 
emphasis].”39  
However, unlike Boomerang and much germane video art experimenting with closed TV 
circuits, Simultaneidad envolvente did not develop a narcissistic dynamic with its participants. 
As Rosalind Krauss argues, video art, as a symptom of a new, media-centric culture, produces a 
																																																								
37 Hal Foster links “a disorientation of time and space” with “an experience of shock or trauma, an encounter where 
one misses the real, where one is too early or too late (precisely ‘not around,’ ‘not prepared’), but where one is 
somehow marked by this missed encounter.” Foster, “Death in America,” 36. McLuhan also often describes how 
individuals in an electronically connected planet are caught in an informational overload in which “There is no 
history, all time is now.” McLuhan, Understanding Me, 24. 
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“displacement of the self” that “has the effect—as Holt’s voice has in Boomerang—of 
transforming the performer’s subjectivity into another, mirror object.”40 Ultimately, however, 
this “autoreflection” results in a cohesive, even if pathological, egocentric sense of self. “Mirror 
reflection implies the vanquishing of separateness” and always moves “toward fusion,”41 Krauss 
specifies. Her view of the “new, media-centric culture” as the root cause for a narcissistic 
consciousness coincides with McLuhan’s diagnosis of society’s collective state of “Narcissus-
Narcosis” in the age of electronic information.42 A reaction to the body’s dramatic technological 
extension, this narcissistic trance primes individuals for servile manipulation. “[The] continuous 
embrace of our technology in daily use,” McLuhan writes, “puts us in the Narcissus role of 
subliminal awareness and numbness in relation to these images of ourselves [as technologically 
extended]. By continuously embracing technologies, we relate ourselves to them as 
servomechanisms.”43 Echoing these concerns in his analysis of postmodern trends in the visual 
arts, Nestor García Canclini judges similarly to Krauss that the “semihypnotic and passive” 
performances of video art are a “cool form of . . . self-centered communication,” which 
problematically resurrects an autotelic and contemplative ritualism as the crux of art.44 
Disapprovingly, he adds, “This new type of ceremonialism does not represent a myth that 
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integrates a community, nor the autonomous narration of the history of art. It does not represent 
anything except ‘the organic narcissism’ of each participant.”45  
Narcissism was also at work in the contemporaneous and technologically oriented art of 
expanded cinema, which, in its multimedia pursuit of film’s effects, was similar to Minujín’s 
filmic happenings.46 As Branden Joseph maintains, some of the artists developing the emergent 
art of expanded cinema during this period characterized electronic technology’s consequences on 
subjectivity as “a vast, almost narcissistic inflation of the ego.”47 However, unlike the contained, 
even intimate, narcissistic postures described by Krauss, the technological egocentrism of 
expanded cinema was, as a result of McLuhan’s influential concept of the global village, 
expansive in nature: it envisaged the internalization of others as images.48 This absorption of all 
difference into a global self was perhaps even more profoundly narcissistic than what Krauss 
discerns in video art.49 To the artists of expanded cinema, “The twentieth-century global village 
was,” Joseph elucidates, “to be a vast subjectivization . . . more dynamic but every bit as solid 
and self-present as the unified bourgeois subject of the nineteenth.”50  
Unsurprisingly, in the mid- to late 1960s, such a McLuhanesque view of an all-
encompassing planetary subjectivity also rapidly reshaped the conceptualization of happenings. 
Primera Plana, Argentina’s premier magazine, published in 1967 an in-depth article on 
McLuhan’s theories, illustrating it with photographs of local happenings. “Happenings and jazz: 
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appropriated, fully and completely consumed without difference or remainder.” Joseph, 83.      




the new communication is at work,” the caption announces.51 Moreover, whereas Lebel’s 1966 
book Le Happening mentions the media only once, referring to it as a source of “deformation” 
(rather than information) guilty of “conditioning the public” and even “disorienting it in a 
racket,” Lebel’s 1967 Spanish translation of the same text incorporates new passages that discuss 
the media and McLuhan’s theories with a far more approbatory tone.52 Indubitably, this new take 
on the media by one of the happening’s earliest hierophants was a direct response to the media-
oriented happenings, including A Three Country Happening, that were being widely discussed in 
Buenos Aires during Lebel’s visit in 1967.53 With Minujín’s art in mind, Lebel focuses in his 
book on McLuhan’s understanding of the happening as both a symptom and explanatory micro-
model for the global village. Citing and translating fragments of Understanding Media, Lebel 
writes, “The world of the Happening and the electronic world of ‘all-at-onceness,’ where things 
collide without any organized connection. . . is about an artistic fact. . .We are approaching an 
age in which the total human situation must be considered as a work of art.”54 To Lebel, the 
global village’s electric refashioning of humanity into a work of art—presumably, a happening—
is “ineluctably conducive to transforming [the total human situation] into a more liberated and 
livable one.”55 He adds that McLuhan understands that the happening, similarly to non-narrative 
experimental cinema, is “a new syntax more committed to the viewer,” who is now a 
participant.56 Consequently, he reasons, the happening in the electronic age offers a means 
through which to “reconnect all the conductive threads of a collective subconscious.”57  
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52 Lebel, Le Happening, 11. 
53 As already mentioned in a previous chapter, Lebel’s El happening mentions only two Argentine artists by name, 
Minujín and Graciela Martinez. There is therefore little room for doubt that he is actively thinking about Minujín’s 
work when adding these new passages to his book.  
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Yet if, as proposed by McLuhan and Lebel, the happening could serve as an analogy for 
the global village, Simultaneidad en simultaneidad was a happening presenting this electronic 
phenomenon in a negative light, for it did not yield the sort of benefic, supra-conscious planetary 
connection, ecstatically envisioned by Lebel, McLuhan, and the artists of expanded cinema. Nor 
did it result in the related narcissistic subject position of video art and other media-based art 
forms, as construed by Krauss and others. Despite being inspired by Minujín’s art in his 
reevaluation of the mass media, Lebel ironically falls prey to the same type of superficial, 
McLuhanesque reading of A Three Country Happening that characterized the Argentine 
reception of this work.  
It is therefore imperative to examine—perhaps for the first time— Simultaneidad en 
simultaneidad in depth. Although heavily based in synchronous feedback like much video art, 
Simultaneidad envolvente triggered a process of irremediable fission that was the antithesis of an 
entrancing, narcissistic reunion of image and self. Its resulting disjuncture was far more akin to 
another disorder: paranoid schizophrenia. Simultaneidad envolvente’s interpenetration of the past 
(Oct. 13th) with the present (Oct. 24th) dispelled any sense of the diachronic—central to the 
coherence of psychic life, as Fredric Jameson notes—in favor of the ahistorical synchrony 
repeatedly heralded by the happening’s title and subtitles.58 The breakdown of temporality, as 
discussed by both Jameson and Jacques Lacan, is a defining feature of schizophrenia, which 
creates a disjuncture in the temporal stitching of signifying chains, thus leaving the schizophrenic 
adrift within the mute materiality of signifiers.59 In this state, the present “suddenly engulfs the 
subject with indescribable vividness, [and] a materiality of perception properly overwhelming, . . 
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. [which] effectively dramatizes the power of the material…signifier in isolation.”60 This was the 
sublime and dislocating present purveyed by Simultaneidad envolvente’s deluge of cacophonous 
electric information and images (recall Minujín’s declared intent “to change the timeframe of 
things”). In his review, one commentator scoffs that, though Minujín’s presumable goal was to 
“de-alienate those present,” participants had actually “submit[ted] themselves totally to 
schizophrenia.”61 “I don’t even remember my name,” one participating star told the press at the 
end of the event.62  
Minujín also circumvented the compensational narcissistic mirroring of video art by 
creating a group situation in which a complex exchange of mediated regards unfolded. This 
media-based and immaterial panopticon was quite unlike the solitary settings of Boomerang and 
other comparable video pieces, such as Vito Acconci’s Centers (1971) and Lynda Benglis’s Now 
(1973). Undoubtedly, any participant of Simultaneidad envolvente was inclined to self-monitor. 
But this policing impulse also targeted a host of recording machines and other participants, who 
were caught in the same visual juggling act.63 The work’s general state of surveillance was 
ineluctable and patent. The experience of individuals in this setting was defined less by their 
control over communication technologies or insular, solipsistic rapport with a TV screen than by 
their paranoid position and unnerving integration as data into a rapid and profuse cybernetic flux 
outstripping their cognitive grasp. In Lacanian terms, which were then in vogue with porteños, 
Simultaneidad envolvente positioned its participants underneath the surveillance of a generalized 
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and un-locatable gaze—the invasive, luminous gaze of a technological spectacle.64 In this 
immersive informational torrent, which forced their attention to continuously shift about, 
participants could not fall into the torpor or “apathy” defining Narcissus-narcosis.65 They, 
instead, confronted their shocking position as “servomechanisms” assimilated into a larger, 
controlling technological system. McLuhan, in fact, posits that the spell of Narcissus-narcosis 
can be broken through the encounter between different media, “The hybrid or the meeting of two 
media is a moment of truth and revelation from which new form is born. For the parallel between 
two media holds us on the frontiers between forms that snap us out of the Narcissus-narcosis. 
The moment of the meeting of media is a moment of freedom and release from the ordinary 
trance and numbness imposed by them on our senses.” 66  
The central act of Simultaneidad envolvente’s second day of recording—the parade of 
celebrities shadowed by projected footage of a nearly identical scenario—further fulfilled this 
schizophrenic refashioning of subjects. In this simulacral situation, the relationship between the 
original (the walking star) and copy (the projected footage) was inverted; the original appeared to 
ape the copy, making the two ontologically indistinguishable. Paralleling this conceptual 
blurring, the stars and their images often appeared to physically merge. When the walking 
celebrities crossed the projectors’ beams of light, the projected images of ambling figures were 
momentarily superimposed onto real bodies in motion. Triggering a spatial collapse, the images 
projected onto the back wall suddenly intruded on the strutting star and main site of action. The 
projected images or ground of this scene thus insisted on operating like a figure in the 
foreground, usurping the place of participants. The penetration of the body’s interior by its 
																																																								
64 Jacques Lacan, The Four Fundamental Concepts of Psychoanalysis, trans. Alan Sheridan (New York: W.W. 
Norton, 1978), 72, 75, 77, 89, 95, 96, 97. 
65 McLuhan, Understanding Media, 46-47, 55. 




exterior also occurred acoustically when the impressions tape-recorded on the first day were 
replayed on the second. This exteriorized internal monologue interrupted as much as it echoed 
participants’ new, ongoing thoughts on the second day’s identical setting and actions.  
This artificial and acoustic déjà vu thus broke down the privacy of cogitation to replicate 
a classic symptom of schizophrenia: the auditory hallucination of multiple, competing voices 
external to the self. The resulting multi-sensorial ambiguity eroded physical boundaries and 
opened the hermetic subject to its luminous and clamorous outside. Described by critics as a 
“Bradburyan” scene with “an apocalyptic edge,”67 this outcome gave a disturbing tenor to 
McLuhan’s description of TV viewers as subjects “bombarded by atoms that reveal the outside 
as inside in an endless adventure amidst blurred images and mysterious contours [emphasis 
mine].”68 McLuhan recognizes, “The basic structural fact about simultaneity is that the effects 
come before the causes in such structures, or, the ground comes before the figure.”69 He 
elaborates, “in this new resonating, simultaneous world . . . the relation between figure and 
ground, public and performer, . . . centralism and decentralism, have simply flipped and reversed 
again and again.”70 Yet McLuhan always clings to the possibility for perception (and hence 
society) to adapt to this new situation. 
Simultaneidad envolvente, however, evinced that these new electronic circumstances 
might be too disruptive to subjectivity for any sort of non-pathological adaptation to be possible. 
Its superscription of space onto the body—that is, its dissolution of figure/ground or 
inside/outside distinctions—further destabilized participants’ sense of self and coincided with the 
																																																								
67 Ana Maria del Valle, “Marta Minujín reunion personalidades en un inquietante ‘happening.’ Que quiere que le 
diga? Costoso y confuso” Gente 2, no. 67 (Buenos Aires) November 3, 1966: 38. Fundación Espigas—Marta 
Minujín Special Archive. Minujín Press Folder 9: 1966, item 19. 
68 McLuhan, Understanding Media, 327.  





psychasthenic camouflage or mimicry that Roger Caillois has likened to schizophrenic states. 
Caillois writes:  
To these dispossessed souls [schizophrenics], space seems to be a devouring force. Space 
pursues them, encircles them, digests them . . . . It ends by replacing them. . . . the 
individual breaks the boundary of his skin. . . . He feels himself becoming space. . . . He 
is similar, not similar to something, but just similar. 71  
 
Elaborating on Caillois’s concept, Lacan explains that the subject-turned-picture is “a stain,” 
blocking the light emitted from the object gaze, i.e., it is an effect of the brilliant spectacle at 
large.72 Casting a shadow over the projected footage, Simultaneidad envolvente’s walking 
celebrities became, in almost literal fashion, such stains, intercepting the light emitted by the 
eyes of the projectors. Considering that the Spanish word “envolvente” means to involve, 
envelope, or, more generally, to join one’s surroundings, Simultaneidad envolvente fulfilled its 
promise to conscript and dissolve its subjects into a reifying visual field.73 The work thus offered 
a dystopian reinterpretation of the global village’s technological interpenetration of private 
consciousness and an exteriorized, collective experience. 74 Viewed from yet another but related 
angle, Simultaneidad envolvente’s split subject position reflected an inherent feature of the 
television medium: its lack of ontological coherence. According to Samuel Weber, television is 
internally divided across different places, including the place of recording, reception, and the 
																																																								
71 Roger Caillois, “Mimicry and Legendary Psychastenia,” trans. John Shepley, October 31 (Winter 1984): 16-32, 
30.  
72 Jacques Lacan, The Four Fundamental Concepts of Psychoanalysis, 75. 
73 “Involve” is also McLuhan’s preferred term for television’s effects on viewers.  
74 McLuhan occasionally and briefly acknowledges the type of subjective decentering occurring in Simultaneity 
Envolvente. “Mental breakdown of varying degrees,” McLuhan flatly admonishes, “is the very common result of 
uprooting and inundation with new information and endless new patterns of information.” McLuhan, Understanding 
Media, 16. Yet McLuhan never fully ponders the consequences of such a breakdown. He cannot provide an answer, 
when he rhetorically asks in a 1967 lecture, “When everything happens at once, when everybody becomes totally 




interstitial zones of the network linking the two.75 In its mobilization of television’s various sites, 
Simultaneidad en simultaneidad deprived the work of art and the subject of what Weber calls 
their “localizable” nature and, consequently, demystified the illusory self-presence of 




Although Simultaneity envolvente posited that the media, especially TV, could 
instantaneously connect individuals and expand subjectivity, this transmutation came at a cost: 
the dilution of the ego’s centeredness, solidity and self-evidence—the very qualities that Stan 
VanDerBeek, Gene Youngblood, and other proponents of expanded cinema believed would be 
reaffirmed by the crosspollination of art and technology.76 Significantly, Simultaneidad 
envolvente aligned itself with a pioneering work of expanded cinema that subtly parried the 
narcissism intrinsic to the subjective magnification of the global village. Minujín’s imperfect 
doubling of bodies and projected images alluded to Robert Whitman’s Prune Flat of 1965, 
reworking its visual play with projection (fig. 8).77 In fact, Whitman’s piece made such an 
impression on Minujín that she re-performed it (with the collaboration of Marilú Marini and 
Marucha Bó) at the same location as Simultaneidad envolvente only a few months after A Three 
Country Happening’s conclusion. 
																																																								
75 Samuel Weber, “Television: Set and Screen” in Mass Mediauras: Form, Technics, Media (Stanford, CA: Stanford 
University Press, 1996), 110. 
76 Joseph, 68. 
77 According to Masotta, Minujín was impressed with Michael Kirby’s untitled happening at a public school in 
Brooklyn in the first three months of 1966. In this piece, Kirby tape-records the people attending his happening and, 
minutes later, plays the recording for this same audience to hear. Kirby also takes polaroid photographs of his seated 
public and almost immediately projects these images on the wall next to the audience. Crucially, however, these 
images are never superimposed on the bodies of the attendees, as in Prune Flat and Simultaneidad Envolvente. 




As Joseph argues, Prune Flat, not unlike Simultaneidad envolvente, undermines the trope 
of interiority—i.e., private space as a bulwark against the commercial realm and a longstanding 
metaphor for subjectivity—that was coded in early happenings as an extension of painting.78 
Through its conflation of projected images and bodies, Prune Flat turned the cinema screen into 
an immersive media environment, giving film “the place formerly held by painting.”79 As a 
result, Joseph observes, “dialectical oppositions defended by the interior no longer seem to 
hold.”80 Minujín was uniquely positioned, if not predisposed, to appreciate Prune Flat, given that 
film, rather than large-scale painting, was the catalyst for her first experiments with performance 
and happenings. Because of their inceptive relationship to film, Minujín’s happenings paralleled 
and even prefigured the experiments of expanded cinema through their construction of (or 
operations within) an intermedia space, which, as seen in Simultaneidad envolvente, fused the 
screens of cinema and TV with other technologies (thus outdoing Prune Flat). Unfolding in 
public space and infiltrating the living rooms and consciousness of the public by way of the 
media, Minujín’s happenings were fundamentally incompatible with any notion of a 
metaphorical bourgeois interior. Their modus operandi was to penetrate—not to enclose or 
shield—spaces and minds with a discomfiting efficiency, signaling a mimetic rapport with 
corporate spectacle.  
But although the operations of Minujín’s happenings caused Simultaneidad envolvente to 
dovetail with Prune Flat, the former lacked the “plastic empathy” of the latter—the seductive 
virtuosity of its technological and formal effects. Minujín’s superimposition of bodies and 
projected images was too fleeting and artless to replicate the “shadowy near phenomenality” of 
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the spectral body central to Prune Flat’s resistance to corporate capital’s advances.81 In lieu of a 
“ghostlike prosthetic body,” 82 Simultaneidad envolvente offered a camouflaged, anamorphic 
one, which the media aggressively crisscrossed until it was overpowered and derealized. This 
technological rendition of the informe rejected the narcissistic logic of capital and the media 
while paradoxically exacerbating its most desubjectifying and liquefying effects.83 
Yet this near over-identification with capitalist spectacle was a necessary homeopathic 
recourse, which scrambled the mythical transparency and fluent communication of the global 
village through an absurd informational avalanche—a disruptive jam in an otherwise smooth 
transnational flow of images. In Simultaneidad envolvente, information devolved into its material 
substrate, noise; for the informe’s declassifying operations pushed corporate spectacle’s usual 
reduction of individuals as “surplus information value”—as legible, traceable, collectable, 
fungible, and commodifiable units of information—to an incomprehensible extreme from which 
no exchange value could be extracted.84 The information that Simultaneidad envolvente’s two 
days of recording yielded was entirely superfluous and incommensurable. Too shambolic for 
																																																								
81 Ibid., 78. 
82 Ibid., 75. 
83 To Jameson, schizophrenia, like postmodernism, not only resembles but reproduces the logic of late capitalism. It 
can therefore not offer a site of resistance to consumer capitalism and its media channels. Jameson, 6, 26-31. 
Although highly critical of Freud and Lacan, Gilles Deleuze and Felix Guattari also identify correspondences 
between the schizoid and capitalism. The former, in its egoless plight, resists Oedipalization, reconfigures 
psychoanalytic dialogue, and scrambles or breakdowns language into pure signifiers. The latter similarly reshuffles 
codes through its processes of deterritorialization, “Civilization is defined by the decoded and the deterritorialization 
of flows in capitalist production.” But whereas capitalism is “the relative limit of every society,” schizophrenia is 
“the absolute limit” and the “exterior limit of capitalism itself or the conclusion of its deepest tendency.” Crucially, 
“capitalism only functions on condition that it inhibit this tendency, or that it push back or displace this limit.” 
Schizophrenia is therefore an absolute deterritorialization that is not followed by a reterritorialization as is always 
the case with capitalist flows. “Hence,” Deleuze and Guattari conclude, “schizophrenia is not the identity of 
capitalism, but on the contrary its difference, its divergence, and its death.” Schizophrenia thus ultimately offers the 
possibility of subverting capitalism, and it is in this sense (not Jameson’s) that I view Minujín’s construction of a 
schizoid subjectivity as a form of critical resistance. Deleuze and Guattari, Anti-Oedipus: Capitalism and 
Schizophrenia, 244-246. 
84 Elaborating on Claude Shannon’s information theory in which an increase in information is paired with an 
increase in entropy, Susan Ballard reminds us, “Noise is both the material from which information is constructed as 
well as the matter that information resists.” Ballard, “Information, Noise, et al.” in Error: Glitch, Noise, and Jam in 
New Media Cultures, ed. Mark Nunes (New York: Continuum, 2011), 62. In the cybernetic theories of Norbert 




hermeneutic maneuvers, the glut revealed nothing meaningful with regards to its unusually 
docile and intensely observed celebrities.85 It did not even amount to minable raw data from 
which correlations and categorizations, if not interpretations, could be extrapolated. In sum, the 
informational networks activated by Simultaneidad en simultaneidad could not fulfill the 
regulatory and commodifying functions that are, as Gilles Deleuze argues, central to emergent 
control societies.86    
In 1950, Norbert Wiener establishes the regulatory function of feedback in both human 
bodies and communication technologies, “It is my thesis that the physical functioning of the 
living individual and the operation of some of the newer communication machines are precisely 
parallel in their analogous attempts to control entropy through feedback.”87 His faith in self-
regulating or feedback-governed systems is such that he defends the applicability of his model to 
society at large. To Wiener, the media, especially TV, can be a public information system 
through which to track and modify the state of a society as well as the performance of political 
leaders.88 
Simultaneidad envolvente, however, rejected and reversed this classic function of 
feedback, sparking a process of runaway entropy that eventually undermined the regulation of 
																																																								
85 The unintelligible surfeit of information addresses the critique raised by the Medios artists, who attack happenings 
for being elitist events with an overly mediated reception. Verón observes that the public hears of happenings mostly 
through the published firsthand accounts of celebrities, who attended them. He writes, “the central signification [of 
the happening] comes to be the figure of an actress, the tributary process of the myth of ‘the star.’” As a result, 
Verón remarks, “the happening transforms itself into an anecdote transmitted by a privileged informant always 
present in the ‘gossip’ section” of magazines and tabloids.” Verón, “La Obra (1967),” 49. Simultaneidad 
Envolvente, however, forces its various stars to repeatedly describe what they are seeing and doing. The accretion of 
these narrations becomes excessive and turns into a babble that can no longer serve as a mediating testimony. 
Minujín thus foils the elitist process of mediation that Verón and others decry.  
86 Gilles Deleuze, “Postscript on the Societies of Control,” October 59 (Winter 1992): 3-7. 
87 Norbert Wiener, The Human Use of Human Beings: Cybernetics and Society (New York: Da Capo Press, 1950), 
26. It is unsurprising, given the military dictatorship’s manipulation of the media, that Simultaneidad Envolvente 
rejects Wiener’s optimistic view of television. Wiener himself eventually fears the malevolent uses of technology by 
both politicians and capitalists. For a discussion of Wiener’s views on automation and systems of domination and 
control, see Fred Turner, From Counterculture to Cyberculture: Steward Brand, the Whole Earth Network, and the 
Rise of Digital Utopianism (Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 2008), 23.    




both subjects and communication technologies. Because the feedback flow from the piece’s 
different technologies was too rapid, abundant, and continuous, participants could not absorb it 
and modify their behavior accordingly. Instead, the behavior of participants was perpetually 
interrupted, overridden, or deregulated by the feedback. Despite its cutting-edge efficiency and 
methodical coordination of bodies, Simultaneidad envolvente ultimately produced a hyperbolic 
feedback loop—a mise-en-abyme of media, whose nonlinearity, redundancy, and opacity 
disrupted conditions of legibility, order, and meaning (explaining perhaps the dearth of scholarly 
interpretations treating Minujín’s most ambitious and well-known work).89 Stated otherwise, 
Simultaneidad envolvente embraced the methods and rationalization of the technologies it 
employed in order to produce an irrational, unintelligible result, which struck at the core of 
Weiner’s cybernetic theory and McLuhan’s global village as models privileging (or dependent 




89 Minujín’s particular use of feedback sets her apart from the yippie media activism that erupts in the U.S. only a 
year after Simultaneity in Simultaneity. As David Joselit notes in his reading of Michael Shamberg’s Guerilla 
Television, “yippie media activism serves the salutary purpose of reestablishing feedback loops within the petrified 
networks of commercial TV.” Joselit, “Yippie Pop: Abbie Hoffman, Andy Warhol, and Sixties Media Politics,” 
Grey Room 8 (Summer 2002): 62-79, 66. Yet Minujín clearly does not see feedback loops in such a positive light, 
i.e., as a repressed feature of TV, video, and other communication technologies that can be used for “salutary” ends. 
Rather, feedback, to Minujín, is a mechanism for greater control over bodies (a form of biopower), which 
Simultaneidad deliberately sabotages. Moreover, because of the brief, ten-minute duration of Simultaneity’s 
televised broadcast (Invasión instantánea), the happening resembles a commercial, fulfilling Abbie Hoffman’s 
dream of “an advertisement for revolution.” But as Joselit argues, the yippie’s media tactics affect the content and 
not the institutional form of television (i.e., the structure of network TV). Simultaneidad, however, does not leave 
this network intact, opting instead to overload it and disrupt the seamlessness of its spectacle. Therefore, in its 
effects (particularly its multimedia assault on the ego), Simultaneidad is closer to Andy Warhol’s contemporaneous 
Exploding Plastic Inevitable than to the yippie’s later media pseudo-events with which Simultaneidad only has a 
superficial formal resemblance. That said, in 1967, Minujín becomes acquainted with yippie strategies of resistance, 
which eventually influence the creation of Importacion.  
90 McLuhan often stresses that “pattern recognition,” rather than sequential absorption of data, is the new means of 
understanding our information-dense electronic world. Furthermore, several thinkers writing about media in the 
1960s argue that only irrationality can offer a form of resistance to the rationalization of technology by corporations 
and the military-industrial complex. See, for instance, Lewis Mumford’s The Myth of the Machine: Technics and 
Human Development (New York: Harcourt, Brace & World, 1967) or Theodore Roszak’s The Making of a Counter 





 Though it illuminated the correspondences between Whitman’s work and Simultaneidad 
en simultaneidad, the faithful reiteration of Prune Flat shortly after A Three Country Happening 
also drew a line between Minujín’s art and the projects of the Medios artists, namely Sobre 
Happenings [About Happenings], an important local happening that similarly re-performed 
several North American happenings. For this work, which took place at the same location and 
within the same month as A Three Country Happening (but before Minujín’s rendition of Prune 
Flat), Masotta and several other artists associated with the Medios group (Eduardo Costa, Oscar 
Bony, Miguel Angel Telechea, and Leopoldo Maler, who assisted Minujín during A Three 
Country Happening) gathered written accounts and photographs disseminated by the media to 
reconstruct four foreign happenings as a single synthetic piece (fig. 9).91  
In his brief comparative discussion of Simultaneidad en simultaneidad and Sobre 
happenings [On Happenings] (1966), Niko Vicario interprets the former as a work seeking “to 
eliminate what had been diagnosed as the lag time between artistic centers. . . and peripheries, 
thanks to the synchronizing capabilities of broadcasting media technology.”92 Drawing a parallel 
between Simultaneidad en simultaneidad and neo-imperialist institutions such as the Alliance for 
Progress, he concludes that Minujín’s work amounts to an uncritical adoption of the structural 
logic of transnational networks of capital and information. By contrast, Sobre happenings, in his 
view, “emphasized distance and delay,” thereby resisting the processes of these networks.93 Yet, 
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performed by the Di Tella Institute’s corporate parent, the automobile manufacturer Siam di Tella (the car 




as already demonstrated, Simultaneidad en simultaneidad replicated and amplified the speed and 
co-presence of informational networks only to better undermine these. Vicario’s simplistic 
opposition between Simultaneidad en simultaneidad and Sobre happenings therefore requires 
revision and refining.   
Above all, Sobre happenings conveyed Masotta and Costa’s perspective that “the genre 
[of the happening was] dead or out of date,” a statement that was repeated in the film played 
during this piece.94 To further dramatize the death of the happening, the artists announced during 
Sobre happening that those participating were “archaeologists” examining the “remains [Masotta 
and Costa’s emphasis]” of happenings presumably exhumed by Masotta and his collaborators.95 
By always mediating the reception of happenings, the media, Masotta believed, had led to the 
demise of this body of work, dematerializing it as information and spectacle. Given the media’s 
attrition of happenings, Masotta called for a new type of art that could enter and manipulate 
media channels.96 Yet it was not enough for Sobre happening to simply exist as an “artistic 
activity put on the ‘media.’” 97 It also had to mirror the media’s destructive operations. For this 
reason, Masotta and his peers described Sobre happenings and their other mass media works as 
“Anti-Happenings” that cannibalized and negated what was left of the happening’s expiring body 
of work.98 Sobre happening was “a mediator, like a language of absent events, already 
nonexistent, in the past,” Masotta and Costa write. They specify that it was not a series of events 
but rather a series of “signs” or “information about events.”99 In other words, Sobre happening’s 
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96 See Masotta, “Prologue to Happenings,” 181. 
97 Costa and Masotta, “On Happenings, Happening: Reflections and Accounts” in Listen, Here, Now!, 202. 
98 Masotta, “Prologue to Happenings,” 181. 




re-presentations of U.S. happenings virtualized more than actualized the original American 
works; the piece adopted the logic of mediatization as its own.  
Minujín’s reperformance of Prune Flat, however, maintained the integrity of Whitman’s 
work and rejected Masotta and Costa’s view of happenings as corpses to be irreverently hacked 
into recyclable parts.100 So did Simultaneity envolvente. Rather than creating a Frankenstein 
piece, Minujín appropriated and modified Whitman’s conflation of bodies and projections to 
combat what Masotta identified as the cause of the happening’s death: the media’s enervation of 
the happening’s two defining and intersecting attributes, materiality and immediacy. True, 
Simultaneidad envolvente’s schizoid participants were decorporealized as they were assimilated 
by an electronic space, but, through this process, media space itself became present and concrete. 
As Jameson notes, the schizophrenic subject is enraptured and enveloped by a vivid present (the 
sensible matter of meaningless signifiers).101 Caillois also underlines this inverted correlation 
between the vanishing schizoid organism and the materialization of its surroundings, illustrating 
it through the common fear of the dark: 
darkness is not the mere absence of light; there is something positive about it. While light 
space is eliminated by the materiality of objects, darkness is ‘filled,’ it touches the 
individual directly, envelops him, penetrates him.102  
 
																																																								
100  Pointing to Minujín’s description of Simultaneity in Simultaneity as an “environmental signal,” Masotta 
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Happenings,” 182.) However, as made clear by the project’s overall title, A Three Country Happening, Minujín 
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term and art form were truly passé to her. Indeed, she continues to use the word happening in her titles (Sound 
Happening, Interpenning, Nicappening, Kidnapenning, etc.) until 1973. Masotta’s misreading of Minujín’s art and 
terminology betrays the critic’s effort to declare happenings dead prematurely in order to position the mass media art 
of the Medios group as the only possible next step for avant-garde art.  
101 Jameson, 27. 




This was the paradox of Simultaneidad envolvente: through its hypermediation and resulting 
psychosomatic dissolution of its participants, it reaffirmed the phenomenality and propinquity of 
the happening as a discomfiting and engulfing multimedia space. The piece thus revitalized the 
two qualities that Masotta viewed as essential to the happening’s viability. It, furthermore, 
accomplished this through the very technology that was supposedly sapping the happening of its 
force.  
The space of Simultaneidad envolvente also represented an unsettling mutation of the TV 
screen’s tactile mosaic, which, according to McLuhan, sutures viewers subliminally.103 Now this 
absorption of the subject was both aggressive and flagrant while the spectacle’s processes of 
mediation and virtualization became concrete, palpable—i.e., nothing like Vostell’s mystifying 
representation of cybernetic exchange as the transparent and transcendent gestalt of a triangle. In 
fact, it was because of Simultaneidad en simultaneidad’s paradoxical electronic materiality and 
ambiguous status as a phenomenological space that Masotta refused to categorize Minujín’s 
notably media-centric happening as an example of mass media art. In his view, the work 
remained too “hybridized with the idea of ‘environment-making,’” to wit, too physical to be 
informational or conceptual.104 Indeed, Simultaneidad envolvente’s mimetic amplification and 
resulting concretization of the media’s processes inverted Sobre happening’s dematerializing 
identification with spectacle and went against the then emerging conceptualist trend of art’s 
dematerialization. Simultaneidad envolvente thus performed what Denis Hollier identifies as the 
chief function of mimesis. He writes, “Mimesis pretends to announce the end of differences, the 
great tide of indistinction, but only the better to reserve a vital difference.”105 In Minujín’s case, 
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this vital difference was none other than the increasingly precarious one between art and 




Invasión instantanea, the second half of Simultaneidad en simultaneidad, was a ten-
minute long broadcast that unfolded through a variety of communication technologies—
primarily, TV and radio but also telephone, telex, and telegram—reaching innumerable viewers. 
Although many unsuspecting Argentines chanced upon Invasión instantánea while casually 
surfing through TV channels or listening to the radio, ads had previously beckoned the general 
public to participate in A Three Country Happening by tuning into TV Channel 13 (fig. 10). 
Adopting the high seriousness and urgency of breaking news reports (a tone amplified by the 
happening’s interruption of late-night TV’s usual programming), the broadcast began on this 
channel with the image of Minujín’s enlarged face and a threatening message: “Now, I, Marta 
Minujín, am invading you at this moment. I am getting into your atmosphere by means of this 
dotted line.”106  
As forewarned, an image of a dotted line similar to the ones in Vostell’s poster overtook 
the screen. Minujín explained that she was in direct and live communication with Kaprow and 
Vostell, who were each about to begin their own happenings in New York and Berlin 
respectively (fig. 11). To communicate this fact visually, the television showed Vostell’s poster. 
A slew of brief images (none longer than 90 seconds) depicting fragments of their happenings 
then followed (fig. 12). For each of these images, Minujín gave a brief explanation that was 
usually followed by a command, instructing the audience to quickly switch to another radio or 
																																																								




television channel on the artist’s cue. At times, Minujín mouthed words that could not be heard 
on TV but that were playing on the radio or already printed in the newspaper of that day.  
On the two radio channels, the voices of Kaprow and Vostell (in English and German) 
began describing the happenings that they had each specifically created for this event. At the 
same time, images of these two happenings were televised. The voice of Vostell could also be 
heard on television. He explained, for instance, that at the moment of the transmission one 
hundred bottles of milk were being distributed on street corners in both Berlin and Buenos Aires 
(milk bottles did, indeed, appear on the streets of Buenos Aires) (fig. 13). Soon after, Channel 11 
flashed shots of Kaprow’s happening. In between all these scenes, viewers also saw close up 
shots of newspapers, telegrams, radios, and Simultaneidad envolvente’s stars tending to their 
assigned recording devices at the Di Tella.  
In addition, the Channel 13 content for Invasión instantánea included footage of three 
well-known individuals—a boxer, a news anchor, and a TV actress—whose homes, Minujín 
explained in the broadcast, were also being “invaded” by different types of mass communication 
technologies. For instance, the prominent journalist Bernardo Neustadt was shown watching 
television, taking a telephone call, and receiving a telegram at the mention of his name on the 
radio (the telegram, like the phone call, said: “You are Bernardo Neustadt.”) These clips 
illustrated what was simultaneously happening to five hundred anonymous individuals, whom 
Minujín had pre-selected with the help of a local university’s sociology department. All of these 
chosen individuals were phoned at their home while a fifth of this group received a telegram. 




your environment.”107 Countering the positivity of this message, Minujín continued her 
unnerving monologue, narrating the actions undertaken by the three featured public figures:  
We have arrived at the invasion…look at the invaded ones [the boxer, news anchor, and 
actress]. They are moving their radio controls, just like you are doing…Be Simultaneous, 
yes—now you are one of the invaded ones.108  
 
Her goal, she explained to a journalist in the immediate aftermath of the piece, was to “reveal. . . 
the permanent, daily, and undetected invasion of the individual by elements that condition him or 
her. . .: the city, the street, the room in which you live, the electric light, the television, the 
telephone, etc.”109 She elaborated, “[I wanted] people to realize that the communication media 
have invaded them, that they live trapped in them; cinema, TV, radio have infiltrated our lives in 
a brutal way that we still do not want to accept.”110  
Striving to satisfy a desire for referentiality, these events—the apparition of milk bottles, 
the phone calls ringing on cue, the delivery of telegrams, the filmed public figures receiving 
telegrams, etc.—concretized the mass media’s imperceptible and immaterial process of 
transmission.111 Invasión instantánea’s pursuit of a reality effect integrating images and abstract 
communication processes with real actors, objects, and spaces was reminiscent of the gimmicks 
used by corporate spectacle (as seen in, for instance, the sponsored multimedia pavilions at the 
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1964 New York World’s Fair) and certain works of expanded cinema (such as Whitman’s).112 
However, unlike these, Minujín framed this contiguity between reality and the space of media in 
explicitly negative terms as a sort of disturbing surveillance, insidious manipulation, and 
violating infiltration. In her monologue broadcasted over Radio Municipal, she described the 
media’s encroachment:  
Your environment is the form of your own creation. You are controlled by all these 
objects you have chosen . . .You figure little in all this, because you are already a cliché. 
You have forgotten in between all these objects and things that some fulfill a function of 
envelopment that is most imperious or most suggestive, like the radio, television, or the 
telephone.113 
 
The invective centered largely on how people’s mindless consumption had allowed new 
technologies to reconfigure all aspects of life. However, unchecked capitalism was not the only 
force behind Invasión instantánea’s thematic breakdown of private and public space. The 
country’s new political climate was another, as will soon be discussed. 
Through its excess of instructions and staggering interweaving of different electronic 
media, Invasión instantánea, similarly to Simultaneidad envolvente, enmeshed its participants in 
a media complex, which relentlessly dictated and synchronized their behavior. This was not the 
passive and linear consumption of images typical of TV nor the subliminal and engrossing “in-
depth involvement” that McLuhan attributed to cool media. Rather, Invasión instantánea 
fashioned a fragmented and distracted mode of attention, which approached the type of 
engagement necessitated by the multiple windows and jointly running software programs of the 
computer—a machine, according to Gilles Deleuze, emblematic of societies of control and 
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described by Jonathan Crary as a “highly articulated, coercive apparatus, a prescriptive mode of 
activity and corporal regimentation.”114 Significantly, because of Minujín’s intention to use 
satellite technology, computers for the first time played a crucial, if less visible role, in her art. 
Stemming from this piece, her next works—Minucode (1967) and Circuit Super Heterodyne 
(1967)—used computer algorithms to target and group potential participants.115 The lurking 
presence of computers in Simultaneidad en simultaneidad betrayed the extent to which television 
was already integrated into new networks of control, which had turned it into a mere “switching 
device,” to quote Crary.116 Indeed, by embedding Simultaneidad envolvente’s closed-circuit 
televisions—essentially a surveillance camera system—within cable TV, Invasión instantánea 
signaled that the medium in all its various manifestations partook of a larger system of control. 
As made clear by the chilling footage of the “invaded” homes belonging to prominent figures, 
cable TV was an expansive surveillance system tracking and targeting a mass of viewers, 
whether anonymous or famous.  
Further stressing the coercion, entrapment, and disciplining at work in her art, Minujín 
explained to the press that the broadcast aimed to turn her viewers into “captives of the 
communications media.”117 Supplementing this sense of capture, the notion of invasion, 
recurring throughout Minujín’s titles and televised statements, also emphasized the happening’s 
domination and violation of the public. Dramatizing this absence of agency, the work erected a 
dichotomy between Minujín’s obedient and captive victims and the project’s prominent artists, 
whose creativity and leadership were underscored in the broadcast. In the end, Minujín’s 
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audience had little in common with the filmed Germans and Americans, engaged in the far more 
ludic and unmatrixed actions of typical happenings. Going against McLuhan’s assertions that TV 
always “demands a creatively participant response,” Invasión instantánea highlighted a key 
aspect of television: the nearly inherent imbalance of power between its small number of 
producers and countless receivers.118 
With inexplicable insouciance, McLuhan briefly acknowledges in his writings that 
television can create an asymmetric relationship with its viewers, one potent enough to threaten 
democracy. “Potentially, [TV] can transform the Presidency into a monarchic dynasty,” he 
muses in the final pages of Understanding Media.119 By 1969, McLuhan declares, “The day of 
political democracy as we know it today is finished.”120 To the media theorist, television and its 
associated networks of computers have “already rendered the traditional electoral process 
obsolescent” by influencing public opinion.121 Turning to Latin America, McLuhan sees in Fidel 
Castro a manifestation of the authoritarian manipulation facilitated by a “mass-participational 
TV dialog and feedback.”122 He elaborates, “Castro presents himself as a teacher, and… 
‘manages to blend political guidance and education with propaganda so skillfully that it is often 
difficult to tell where one begins and the other ends.’”123  
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Yet this phenomenon had less to do with the strategies and innate skills of political 
strongmen than with TV as a medium. Even so, McLuhan struggles to pinpoint the root cause of 
television’s more nefarious effects:  
there recurs this puzzling fact. The viewers feel that the teacher [on TV] has a dimension 
almost of sacredness. This feeling does not have its basis in concepts or ideas, but seems 
to creep in uninvited and unexplained. It baffles both the students and the analysts of their 
reactions. Surely, there could be no more telling touch to tip us off to the character of 
TV.124  
 
Always impassive, McLuhan quickly moves on from these lucid yet unsettling observations to 
insist on the overall benign, even redemptive, “tactile depth of TV experience,” which has the 
power to “dislocate[] [viewers] from their usual attitudes of passivity and detachment.”125 
Caught in a contradiction, the media theorist concludes that TV possesses a “paradoxical 
feature.”126 “It involves us in moving depth, but it does not excite, agitate, or arouse,” he 
specifies in reference to President Kennedy’s televised death and funeral—an event that, to 
McLuhan, exemplifies television’s capacity to foster “common awareness” without triggering a 
“mass reaction” of violent protest.127 Accordingly, TV’s tactile participation does not translate to 
any sort of activation, engagement, or critical awakening with regards to the world beyond the 
mosaic screen. On the contrary, it has a pacifying and conditioning effect. 
Louis Althusser provides a more in-depth analysis of the “charismatic or mystic 
character” that McLuhan timidly ascribes to television.128 Using Christian ideology as a 
paradigmatic example, Althusser argues that all ideologies operate through a process of 
interpellation, “The individual is interpellated as a (free) subject in order that he shall submit 
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freely to the commandments of the Subject, i.e. in order that he shall (freely) accept his 
subjection, i.e. in order that he shall make the gestures and actions of his subjection ‘all by 
himself.’ There are no subjects except by and for their subjection.”129 The “Subject,” as 
Althusser defines it, is a “Unique, Absolute, Other Subject,” a position taken up by God in 
Christian ideology.130 The interpellation of individuals as subjects presupposes and relies on the 
existence of this central Subject.131 McLuhan therefore comes close to the truth in his suggestion 
that those on TV take up this sacred position. In reality, it is television itself as a medium that 
occupies this place. This, in turn, enables it to become a realization of ideology or, as Althusser 
explains, one of the many communicational branches of a larger ideological apparatus. Debord, 
too, argues that the “pseudo-sacred entity” of the spectacle in the modern, secular era has 
maintained and amplified the alienating contemplative state and social stratification of past 
religious societies.132 The involving, low-resolution of color TV—a technical feature that soon 
vanished as TV screens improved—was therefore far from being a safeguard against the 
medium’s inherently manipulative twin processes of interpellation and ideological inculcation.  
Both of these effects were brought to the fore in Simultaneidad en simultaneidad, which 
embraced an aesthetic of surveillance and control. The happening did not subvert or oppose the 
covert manipulation and reconnaissance of TV as much as amplify it to the point of exposing its 
subliminal operations. The happening, for instance, repeatedly targeted and beckoned 
individuals, sometimes even by name. In Invasión instantánea, Minujín’s voice and directions 
blatantly summoned participants, literalizing what Althusser describes as the “Hey, you there!” 
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of ideological apparatuses.133 The broadcasted segment of three well-known TV personalities 
also underlined this calling. As their names were repeated, the three famed individuals, as if 
under hypnosis, followed Minujín’s directions and thus mirrored the average viewer’s own 
similar interpellation by the media at that precise moment. Minujín bids for her audience to look 
and identify with these public figures and to “reach their own conclusions” underscored the 
artist’s intentions to disenchant through the footage.  
This estranging identification-as-projection also suggested that the celebrities in 
Simultaneidad envolvente existed in a state of equivalence with the work’s mass public. As 
Michael Warner and Hal Foster note, celebrities are an ideal proxy for the mass subject.134 
Minujín was of the same opinion, “Why am I interested in famous people? . . . Famous people 
are archetypes; it’s easier for people to try to be like someone famous. . . . so the famous are like 
guides for those people!”135 With this in mind, Minujín deliberately set Simultaneidad 
envolvente’s violent breakdown of the body’s inside and outside in relation to Invasión 
instantánea’s symbolic and mediatized “invading” and “capturing” of an Argentine mass subject. 
This correspondence should not come as a surprise. Mark Seltzer remarks, “the body 
increasingly appears as a model [for] the public sphere. . . . The spectacular public representation 
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of violated bodies has come to function as a way of imagining and situating, albeit in violently 
pathologized form, the very idea of ‘the public.’”136 The analogy constructed by Simultaneidad 
en simultaneidad’s two segments thus suggested that the mass subject, like its stars, was 
experiencing its own traumatic collapse of an interior and exterior: the Argentine government’s 
dissolution of the separation between civil society and the state, i.e., the eradication of the 
private/public divide and total disintegration of the public sphere.137  
A detour through Argentine’s history sheds light on the magnitude of this phenomenon. 
From its inception, Argentine television had been a state-run affair devoid of political 
neutrality.138 The first television channel was state-owned, and its first broadcast, held in 1951on 
Peronist Loyalty Day (October 17th, only a few days after Invasión instantánea), was of a 
photograph of President Juan Perón. The image made the propagandistic purpose of the medium 
indubitable. Historians observe that, starting in the fifties, conservative sectors of the government 
such as the military put in place legal and economic mechanisms guaranteeing the continuation 
of the state’s power over television content.139 The government’s iron grip on TV became all the 
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more evident in 1965, when U.S. networks, who had begun investing in Argentine TV a few 
years before, faced expropriations and, finally, expulsion from the country.140  
Mindful of the Argentine government’s public and long-time involvement with 
television, Minujín portrayed television as an ideological apparatus for mass subjugation and not, 
as McLuhan often does, as a means for a “mass audience [to] be used as a creative, participating 
force” in a variety of political events, such as “Freedom Marches” or “revolution.”141 In fact, the 
only revolution Argentina had experienced in recent years was the self-proclaimed “Revolución 
Argentina,” a military coup d’état that had placed General Juan Carlos Onganía in power on June 
28th, 1966, just a few months before Simultaneidad en simultaneidad. Viewing politics as, above 
all, ideological warfare, Onganía began “an authoritarian shock treatment” that tightened the 
state’s already existing grip on the media.142 Only two months after Ongania’s coup, “The Night 
of the Long Sticks”—the police’s brutal raid of “the Marxist apparatus,” that is, of liberal 
universities—emblematized the regime’s repressive stance towards ideological production and 
public discourse.143 Onganía even organized a national press conference during which he 
explicitly acknowledged “repression” as “a necessary action in order to avoid that mass 
communication and cultural media corrupt [Argentina’s] customs.”144 Passing Law 17301, which 
was unequivocal about “the adequate exploitation of . . . radio and television services” to 
“stimulate the populace . . . [and] to fulfill the ends of the Revolución Argentina,” the new 
regime also actively employed television to broadcast its propaganda.145 The consequences of 
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these political developments, which initiated an extreme form of Habermasian refeudalization, 
was the total degeneration of an already tenuous public sphere. Everything was a public matter to 
the new boundless, interventionist state, which predetermined all discourse and practiced a type 
of representative publicity.  
Indeed, in Argentina’s fascist context, Onganía became the media’s only interpellating 
Subject, giving credence to Debord’s observation that, in fascism’s concentrated spectacle, 
“Everyone must identify magically with this absolute celebrity [the fascist leader]—or 
disappear.”146 The narcissistic pathology of totalitarian societies ruled by, to quote Claude 
Lefort, “Egocrats” further explains Minujín’s rejection of a narcissistic subject-effect in favor of 
a schizoid position in Simultaneidad envolvente.147 Invasión instantánea brazenly checked the 
public’s customary identification with the supreme leader through its insistent call that the public 
project itself onto benign public figures, who, in turn, hyperbolized the people’s tractability 
before (Onganía’s) highly orchestrated media channels. If, as Hal Foster argues, the mass subject 
often appears as “an effect of the media” and as “a catastrophic failure of technology,” then 
Simultaneidad en simultaneidad presented the Argentine mass subject as the effect and casualty 
of a peculiar technological catastrophe, which doubled as a political crisis: not car crashes or 
tainted tuna cans but an usurped and corrupted media circuit at the service of an autocrat.148 
While the mass subject as a witness to a catastrophe usually takes a sadistic thrill in not being 
one of the reported victims, no such pleasurable disavowal was possible for the public addressed 
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and figured in Invasión instantánea.149 The plight of the happening’s celebrities reflected the 
predicament of the witnessing mass subject as victim. Projection thus slipped into its inverse, an 
unnerving and uncanny self-recognition. In Simultaneidad en simultaneidad, a mass-mediated 
demos was aggressively convoked around the catastrophic death of both its freedom and political 
existence, thus giving a solemn valence to McLuhan’s insight that, in a mass media world, “The 




In the weeks following Simultaneidad en simultaneidad, it was revealed that Minujín 
performed and prerecorded the happenings supposedly realized by Kaprow and Vostell. The two 
foreign artists had become too occupied and financially constrained to follow through with their 
segments for A Three Country Happening, as their correspondence with Minujín attests. 
Kaprow’s letters to Minujín indicate that he could not get permission from any television station 
or museum official to carry out the project.151 Using Kaprow’s and Vostell’s detailed notes of 
their plans, she had completed their happenings (with their consent) while continuing to expect 
their live participation in the actual unfolding of Invasión instantánea—a part that, in the end, 
Maler, an artist assisting Minujín, faked without her knowledge.152 Minujín’s determination to 
broadcast art by Kaprow and Vostell, whether authentically or directly made by them or not, can 
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be understood in two ways. It first served to maintain Simultaneidad en simultaneidad’s defiance 
to the dictatorship’s isolationism and censorship. But it also pointed to Argentina’s authoritarian 
spectacle culture in which the falsification of events, twisting of facts, and transmission of 
misinformation was de rigueur. In fact, numerous Argentine artists at the time were creating 
works that in one way or another falsified information or deceived the public.153 As newspapers 
report, many attending the happening had “dare[d] to insinuate that the Minujín-Kaprow 
conversation (in English) establishe[d] a comforting parallel with the well-known dialogues of 
Tato Bores-Onganía” (Comedian Tato Bores famously lampooned the dictatorship by having 
sham phone conversations with “Onganía”).154 In other words, most understood the work as a 
ridiculing of power possessing a degree of fakeness. When asked about her subterfuge, Minujín 
refused to differentiate herself from her public. Unapologetic, she quipped, “The media lied to 
me, too.”155 The situation reflected Debord’s own characterization of fascist spectacle as a place 
“where deceit deceives itself.” 156 
The impossibility of carrying out Simultaneidad en simultaneidad as originally planned—
that is, the inaccessibility of foreigners and resulting lopsidedness of informational flows in A 
Three Country Happening—also highlighted the limits, if not the wholly mythical nature, of the 
global village. The integration of centers of power and peripheries was more fraught than 
McLuhan had imagined. Though McLuhan claimed that the global village had finally rendered 
“the aloof and dissociated role of the literate Westerner” completely untenable, it was, ironically, 
the continued dominance of this very perspective that prevented him from intuiting the tenacity 
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of global disparities, which not even television—“the preeminent machine of 
decontextualization,” to quote Mary Ann Doane—could void.157 Canclini explains the difficulty: 
The possibilities for taking advantage of technological innovations and adapting them to 
their own productive and communicational needs are unequal in the central countries—
generators of inventions, with high investment in renovating their own industries—and in 
Latin America, where investments are frozen because of the debt and austerity policies, 
where scientists and technicians work with ridiculous budgets or have to emigrate, and 
where control of the more modern cultural media is highly concentrated. 158  
 
Even without the failed and faked transmission of Kaprow’s and Vostell’s happenings, A Three 
Country Happening, through Simultaneidad en simultaneidad’s internationally broadcasted show 
of compliant Argentines, already pointed to the discrepancy between Argentina’s authoritarian 
climate and more democratic parts of the world. Simply on a technical level, TV in Argentina 
was far from being the colorful “cool” medium that McLuhan saw in Canada and the U.S.—a 
fact made undeniable by Simultaneidad en simultaneidad’s already outmoded black-and-white 
television sets (color TV arrived to Argentina very belatedly in 1980, when Argentine television 
was finally denationalized).159 Failing to conform “to a discourse of planetary reconciliation,” 
Simultaneidad en simultaneidad instead highlighted the tensions and contradictions of the 
hybridizations that globalization had set into motion on an uneven playing field.160   
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Aires: Editorial Universidad de Moron, 1999), 489. 
160 According to García Canclini’s now classic book on the subject, hybridization consists of “socio-cultural 
processes in which discrete structures or practices, previously existing in separate form, are combined to generate 
new structures, objects, and practices.” Canclini adds that hybridization is “not a synonym for fusion without 
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context of a globalized world marked by advances in technology and postmodern social processes. Noting that 
hybridization cannot “reach logical closure,” Canclini stresses “the impossibility of presenting the hybrid as a stable 
order of subjectivization.” Citing Cornejo Polar, Canclini observes that as a result of hybridization “the subject 
accepts being decentered from his or her own history and takes on different ‘incompatible and contradictory’ roles 
‘in a nondialectical way’… and can concoct opposing narratives and—even if you like, exaggerating somewhat—




In his revision of theorizations of globalizing processes, Canclini stresses the 
fragmentation of the world and the reordering, rather than the erasure, of differences and 
inequities. He argues that globalization is, in part, an imaginary in which integration and 
homogenization—the defining processes of capital and markets—are overly emphasized:161 
the intensification of ancient links and the construction of new flows and exchange 
structures do not put all inhabitants of the planet in a situation of copresence and 
interaction. Only some sectors produce, sell, and consume globalized goods and 
messages. . . . In regards to globalization, those who propagate it would not be very 
persuasive if the precarious world integration achieved in economy and communications 
were not accompanied by the imaginary whereby all members of all societies can know, 
see, and hear others, and by forgetting those who never will be incorporated into global 
networks. . . .Segregation is the “necessary” reverse of integrations, and inequality limits 
the promises of communication.162  
 
To fetishize globalization as unification, telepresence, and a general leveling (i.e., as the logical 
consequence of economic and communicational convergence) therefore represents a capitulation 
to its most neoliberalist tendencies, Canclini deduces. This recasting of a historical process as a 
“single economic vision” or hegemonic ideology—what Canclini terms the dictatorship of 
globalism—reduces “the human foundation” of globalization to economic and informational 
flows, diluting politics and turning differences “into inequalities that often become exclusion.”163 
The international dissemination of the happening was certainly framed through such a globalism. 
Lebel, for instance, envisions Argentine happenings as part of “an international and rather 
clandestine web of Happenings [that is]…on its way to establishing itself parallel to the mass 
																																																																																																																																																																																		
Simultaneity in Simultaneity, a work which sets the stage for the intensification of hybridization while highlighting 
what resists its processes. García Canclini, Hybrid Cultures, xxiv-xxv, xxxi-ii.  
161 By imaginary, Canclini does not imply any type of falsehood or unreality but another dimension of the reality 
experienced by subjects. The imaginary is constructed with narratives and metaphors that ultimately produce 
knowledge about abstract processes and mercurial circumstances. It thus partakes in the articulation of 
globalization’s processes. See García Canclini, Imagined Globalization, 35.  
162 García Canclini, Imagined Globalization, 42.  




media.”164 “[I]t won’t be long,” he predicts, “before it links all the new avant-garde energies 
around the world together.”165 In this utopian view, artists emulate the mass media and accelerate 
the globalization effectuated by it. Likewise, Masotta and Costa describe Sobre Happenings as 
an attempt to establish “a colony of Happenings.”166 In its quest to create a presumably similar 
transnational alliance of artists, A Three Country Happening underlined the inequalities and 
power relations structuring such a network and the very technology on which it relied.  
 The local specificity of Simultaneidad en simultaneidad also proffered a different view of 
the happening’s role within a globalizing planet. In its two segments, which focused so intently 
on Argentines through a direct address to a tuned-in public and the recruitment of that public’s 
most fetishized proxies, Simultaneidad en simultaneidad nodded to local struggles for political 
agency and vividly reinserted the human element elided by the budding globalist discourse 
subtending Lebel’s view of happenings. Simultaneidad en simultaneidad deliberately and 
dramatically distinguished itself from the “old” foreign happenings of Vostell and Kaprow not 
just as a more technologically advanced happening but also as a more politically informed piece 
recognizing and even riling the politically subjugated.  
But though it disproved globalization as a fatalistic and totalizing homogenization, 
Minujín’s happening was not a straightforward form of resistance to globalizing trends, since it 
exploited its manifestations and proliferated with(in) them. Rather, Simultaneidad en 
simultaneidad operated between the transnational and the national. It articulated, to quote García 
Canclini, “a tangential even deviant globalization” in which the interpenetration of the global and 
the local (or “glocal”) is possible.167 What is more, this recognition of local specificities within a 
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proliferating hegemonic order was tactically turned into a tool for disrupting and questioning 
local changes (i.e., the spectacular intensification of the media and its appropriation by a 
totalitarian government). In the transnational imaginary proposed by Simultaneidad en 
simultaneidad, the global village is no longer a monolith but a deliberative sphere of cultural and 
political intermediation where subjects can draw interconnections and perhaps even trigger 
initiatives. 
 Simultaneidad en simultaneidad therefore presented a paradox rich with possibility. On 
the one hand, the project emphasized asymmetries of power: the manipulative interpellation and 
inculcation of the public and the disappearance of the public sphere. On the other, the happening 
figured the threatened mass subject at the precise moment that it was losing its representative 
staging and, crucially, showed this subject not as utterly passive but, rather, as actively 
participating in the power relations responsible for its subjugation.168 Here, Minujín located a 
kernel of hope. In her main monologue, she qualified, “my signal, this environmental signal is 
like a red traffic light.” In other words, it intended to arrest all who were caught up in the flow of 
their daily activities. She urged:  
I am signaling that you are a creator. If you take charge of your taste, if you exercise it, 
you are participating as a creator of your environment . . . Look around you—distance 
yourself a little bit from your objects [television, telephone, radio], note that they are 
there, and this way distance them from yourself a little—it is there that is produced a little 
change, no?—do not underestimate it—in this little change in which you distance 
yourself from these close objects, something expands in you—something capable of 
ending with this old myth, this cliché—this received wisdom that wants the creators to be 
a few and for art to be guarded in the rooms of museums.   
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Minujín’s message soon acquired a distinctly populist and utopian ring. To quote in extenso: 
Believe me that art is not in the museums, because it is everywhere, and that artists are 
not few, because all and everyone of us can be a creator . . . these information media have 
expanded the limits of your environment—think you “are” the news . . . In other words, 
there is no more art because there are mass media of information and culture is not the 
product of the ideology of a few but rather the product of many. In other words, we do 
not need to wait for a few to rule the taste of everyone. Please accept my signal—create 
your taste. . .—notice the objects in your environment and draw your own conclusions. 
 
Though the media were a tool of manipulation and exploitation (“you ‘are’ the news”), Minujín 
argued during her work that they also represented an opportunity to shift the production of the 
culture away from ruling elites. Minujín was not calling for anything as muscular as a total 
subversion of the media. Nor was she seeking a revolution, as Squirru had implored her to do. 
She recommended a “little change”—a critical awareness—that could lead to what Argentine 
decolonial thinker Walter Mignolo terms “re-existence.”169  
According to Mignolo, re-existence is a form of being that, through “everyday aesthetic 
practices and the senses [i.e., ‘aestheSis’],” delinks subjects from the colonial matrix of power 
(of which globalization, capitalism, and technological progress are constitutive phenomena) to 
reconnect them with other (non-Western) legacies of knowledge.170 To Mignolo, revolution is 
futile for it is a concept and phenomena that continues to operate within the linear and 
universalizing logic of modernity/coloniality. He admonishes, “The expectations that [there] 
should be a revolution like the American, the French, the Haitian, or the Russian revolutions is 
no longer an adequate model for imagining the future. It is simply unimaginable at this moment 
to think ‘revolution’ when the nation states created by processes of ‘revolution’ are undermined 
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by globalization.”171 Even less dramatic forms of opposition are abortive. “If you resist,” he 
specifies, “you are trapped in the rules of the game others created, specifically the narrative and 
promises of modernity and the necessary implementation of coloniality.”172 Like Minujín, he 
proposes something far more subtle and ambiguous than revolution or direct opposition; he 
recommends “to engage in a critical analysis of the situation in order to move in a different 
direction (re-existence).”173  
While Mignolo’s decolonizing project relies primarily on indigenous legacies of 
knowledge as decolonializing alternatives to Western epistemology, he acknowledges in an aside 
on Argentina that Peronism “brought the masses (anthropos) into the picture,” thereby exposing 
“the potential of popular and indigenous thinking [to] confront[] the privilege of civilized (e.g., 
progress, development) thinking” or, in other words, the colonial matrix of power.174 Mignolo’s 
understanding of popular knowledge stems from Foucault’s formulation of “subjugated 
knowledges” as “a whole set of knowledge that has been disqualified as inadequate to its task or 
insufficiently elaborated: naïve knowledges, located low down on the hierarchy, beneath the 
required level of cognition of scientificity.” 175 Foucault observes, “it is through the re-emergence 
of these low-ranking knowledges, these unqualified knowledges . . . which involve what I would 
call a popular knowledge, though it is far from being a general common sense knowledge, but on 
the contrary a particular, local, regional knowledge . . . that criticism performs its work.”176 
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Minujín was calling for a revalorization and reactivation of this subjugated popular knowledge 
through which her public could re-exist and decolonize itself.  
Banking on the people’s weakened but extant agency and knowledge, Simultaneidad en 
simultaneidad embraced what Canclini outlines as a key feature of populism’s symbolic practice: 
the reversal of trends that turn “the people into a mere spectator” and “passive receiver of 
communicational actions.”177 Historically, populist movements in Latin America had always 
formed alliances with the media, which could “represent the masses” and effectuate a “synthesis 
of national identity.”178 However, with the consolidations of the culture industry, the media had 
become, as Canclini argues, “agents of developmentalist innovation,” which instrumentalized 
populism for consumption, order, and stability.179 Rather than articulating a people, the media 
now confected popularity—“the extreme form of re-presentation, the most abstract, one that 
reduces [the people] to a number and to statistical comparisons,” precisely the type of data that 
Simultaneidad en simultaneidad refused to produce.180 Canclini expounds:  
the displacement of the noun people by the adjective popular, and even more by the 
abstract noun popularity, is a neutralizing operation useful for controlling the “political 
susceptibility” of the people. . . .While the people may be the place of tumult and danger, 
popularity—adhesion to an order, consensus on a system of values—is measured and 
regulated by opinion polls. The political demonstration spectacularizes the presence of 
the people in a way that lacks predictability. . . . In contrast, the popularity of singers or 
actors within closed spaces—a stadium or television channel—with a programmed 
beginning and end, at precise times is a controlled spectacle: even more so if the mass 
acclaim is diluted in the ordered transmission of domestic television sets.181   
      
The rise of authoritarianism and its collusion with capitalist forces in Argentina made this 
effacement of the people total. Simultaneidad en simultaneidad, however, temporarily disrupted 
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the controlled nature of television spectacle and used the popularity of stars not to further 
abstract a people but to educe and even rouse it.  
A somber response to the gravity of the 1966 coup and the global capitalistic 
intensification of the media, Simultaneidad en simultaneidad strove to develop the happening’s 
potential for critique, even decolonization, within this new context. Facing the increasingly 
compromised, even irredeemable, status of the media within Argentina, Minujín, however, did 
not repeat another mass media-centric happening in her home country, choosing instead to 
withdraw from local informational networks at the very moment that artists such as the Medios 
Group began experimenting with them.182 In the aftermath of A Three Country Happening, 
Minujín began to reconsider the possibilities of environments and an embodied carnivalesque 





182 As is all too clear in today’s age of “infotainment” and disinformation campaigns, the media, more than 
traditional political associations, is the chief legitimizer, as well as organizational backbone, of various neoliberal 
and ring-wing populist movements, which have coopted the language of past, left-leaning populist movements while 
shedding their progressive commitment. See, for instance, Silvio Waisbord, “Media Populism: Neopopulism in 
Latin America” in The Media and Neopopulism: A Contemporary Comparative Analysis (Westport, Conn.: Praeger, 
2003), 207. Focusing on the context of Latin America, especially Argentina, Waisbord argues that neopopulism 
constructs its relationship to the media very differently from the classic populist movements of the mid-twentieth 
century. Unlike past populist movements, such as Peronism, which relied on convocations in public space for the 
crystallization and mobilization of a people, neopopulism depends, above all, on an intricate media network to reach 
its public. This is the case even though neopopulist parties disparage the media and often portray themselves as 
underdogs or victims of the media’s most elite channels. See Julianne Stewart, Bruce Horsfield, and Gianpietro 
Mazzoleni “Power to the Media Managers” in The Media and Neopopulism, 230. 
183 Mignolo, The Darker Side of Western Modernity, xxii. Body-politics are not to be confused with Foucault’s 
notion of biopower. To Mignolo, body-politics are “the responses, thinking, and action of the population who do not 
want to be managed by the state and want to delink from the technologies of power to which they are being 
summated.” Mignolo, The Darker Side of Western Modernity, xxii.  
	 273	
Chapter Six: Importing Peace, Love, and Sedition 
 
“If you ask me what I would really like to be, I would answer without hesitating: a Beatle. They 
really communicate with their people—they signal—and help change.”—Marta Minujín1 
 
“Imperialism with the end of a bipolar world, the advent of flexible postindustrial capitalism, 
and the dispersal of its centers, lost its currency. If it is no longer possible to think in terms of 
modern economic and cultural imperialism, how can the peoples of the periphery name these 
postmodern, apparently decentered, transnational centers of power? How can they devise 
liberating political strategies without being able to name this imperial postmodern, this flexible, 
ubiquitous, omnivorous regime? Correlatively, how can these people name themselves, that is, 
create themselves as agents of their own destiny?”—Abril Trigo2  
	
In 1966, Minujín won a Guggenheim Fellowship and relocated to New York. Her stay 
coincided with the zenith of the counterculture movement, the Summer of Love of 1967.3 
Succumbing to the zeitgeist of her new surroundings, she experimented heavily with 
psychotropic drugs, attended hippie gatherings in Central Park, and frequented numerous 
psychedelic dance halls and lightshows.4 At the time, these “electronic studio[s] of 
participation”5 were described by local newspapers as “an intermedia mix” where “flashing 
lights, movies, slides, closed-circuit TV, colored smoke and deafening rock’n’roll are frantically 
combined to stimulate the feelings one supposedly has after taking a psychedelic drug, like 
LSD.” 6 It is precisely this type of setting that Minujín recreated as her next environment, titled 
Importación-Exportación: Lo más en la onda [Importation-Exportation: The Grooviest], once 
																																																								
1 “Mi Máxima aspiración es ser un Beatle.” F.C.U. Marta Minujín Archive. Press Folder 1960s. 
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lifestyles, united in their opposition to the dominant ideology emanating from the United States’ political and socio-
economic system—what is known, in radical parlance, as “the establishment.” Dennis Altman, “The Counter-
Culture: Nostalgia or Prophecy?” in Australian Society: A Sociological Introduction, eds. A.F. Davies et al. 
(Melbourne: Longman Cheshire, 1977), 449-469.  
4 Victoria Noorthoorn, “The Vertigo of Creation” in Marta Minujín, Obras 1959-1989, 246.  
5 Christoph Grunenberg, “The Politics of Ecstasy: Art for the Mind and Body” in Summer of Love: Art of the 
Psychedelic Era ed. Christoph Grunenberg (London: Tate Publishing, 2005), 26. 
6 Ibid., 25 
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back in Argentina for the summer of 1968 (fig. 1). The work’s exuberance clashed dramatically 
with national circumstances, which had become dire after two years of General Onganía’s 
authoritarian grip on civil liberties. Yet Importación’s hippie joie de vivre was at the service of 
the work’s populist proclivities and tactical resistance to the dictatorship.  
Still in the wake of Simultaneidad en simultaneidad’s interrogation of McLuhan’s global 
village and the mass media, Importación’s turn to countercultural practices and psychedelia was 
not arbitrary. As pointed out by curator Chrissie Iles, psychedelic lightshows paralleled 
McLuhan’s global village. Both were “a communal experience of altered consciousness” that 
sought to work through the bafflingly rapid technological and social changes of modernity.7 By 
1968, McLuhan himself argues in War and Peace in the Global Village that psychedelic drugs 
are “involving” in much the same way than television.8 To McLuhan, “turning on” by dropping 
acid is almost an inevitable consequence of the intensification of the media—“a Pavlovian reflex 
felt by human beings in an environment of electric information.”9 “The impulse to use 
hallucinogens,” he insists, “is a kind of empathy with the electric environment,” which itself 
“constitutes an inner trip, collectively, without benefit of drugs.”10 But while the mass media 
remained susceptible to being manipulated by power (such as, autocrats or decentralized 
capitalist forces), the small-scale technology of drugs and psychedelic culture remained 





7 Chrissie Iles, “Liquid Dreams,” in Summer of Love: Art of the Psychedelic Era, 68. 
8 Ibid., 80-81. 
9 Marshall McLuhan and Quentin Fiore, War and Peace in the Global Village (New York: Touchstone, 1968), 73. 
10 Ibid., 77. 
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For Importación, the first phase of the Importación-Exportación project, Minujín 
returned to Buenos Aires with clothes, music, underground publications and a variety of 
knickknacks, associated with hippie culture. These objects were displayed, sold, and used in an 
elaborate psychedelic environment, which completely transformed the galleries of the Di Tella. 
The first room of Importación was lined with rows of multicolored, psychedelic posters bearing 
mandalas, amorphous letters, and popular countercultural mottos (fig. 2). Volunteers under the 
age of sixteen, recruited through newspapers adverts and dressed in the latest bohemian fashion 
(miniskirts, paisley-patterned shirts, bell-bottom jeans, long strings of beads and bejeweled 
headdresses), welcomed visitors. While these hostesses played the sitar and bongos, a young man 
distributed vision-distorting glasses and peddled colorful hippie garb to those entering (fig. 3-4).  
For Importación’s second section, a large room with white walls served as a multifaceted 
projection screen for various film clips, slides (many of drawings by Gerard Melanga, USCO 
members, and Stephen Schneider), and kaleidoscopic lightshow effects. Psychedelic rock music 
also reverberated throughout the space.11 A highly reflective type of aluminum foil covered the 
walls of the third room and exacerbated the blinding and bewildering effects of a strobe light. 
For the last stage of the installation, dizzying hand-painted arabesques, floral motifs, and 
mandalas covered the floors of the great hall aglow in black light (fig. 5). Eastern music could be 
heard, and the aroma of incense permeated the space where people, including the mentioned 
volunteers, danced, sung, and laughed amidst billowing white clouds produced by a fog machine 
(fig. 6). Faithful to the commercial connotations of its title, Importación also included a 
																																																								
11 Minujín, Gerard Malanga, Ira Schneider, and Yud Yalkut produced these slides and film clips beforehand in New 
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“library/yippie giftshop” selling additional countercultural literature and paraphernalia from 
Greenwich Village and Haight-Ashbury: hookahs, clothing, music albums, psychedelic glasses, 
jewelry, incense, independent publications (for instance, The Village Voice and The Los Angeles 
Free Press), and incandescent light bulbs, stamped with the words “I love you” (fig. 7-9). 12 
Deliberately oxymoronic, Importación emphasized the ostensibly anti-capitalist “Peace 
and Love” movement as a commercial phenomenon.13 In its embrace of consumerism, the 
environment also evinced a clear understanding of Pop Art’s unorthodox and seductive 
exhibition strategies, which Minujín had encountered while in New York. For instance, the 
Bianchini Gallery had presented “The American Supermarket” just two years before featuring 
Minujín’s solo show of 1966 (fig. 10-11) . Other presentations of Pop Art—Oldenburg’s The 
Store or Warhol’s canvases in the storefront windows of Bonwitt Teller, for example—had 
similarly conflated the space of art with mundane, commercial spaces and likened artworks to 
everyday consumer goods, thereby producing a slippage between representation and reality (fig. 
12-13).14 Yet, even before going to the U.S., Minujín had experimented with the notion of 
“commerce as art.”  On October 7, 1964, for example, she realized La feria de las ferias [The 
Fair of the Fairs] at the Galería Lirolay. This daylong, “modest attempt at a happening,” as 
Minujín put it, sold the art of several collaborating contemporary artists by the pound or the 
meter, as though artworks were vegetables, cloth, or any other common good.15 “If you do not 
have enough money to buy it [an artwork] whole,  I will cut it,” exclaimed Minujín to the crowd 
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purchasable lifestyle.   
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example. For more on this, see Cecile Whiting’s chapter “Shopping for Pop” in A Taste for Pop: Pop Art, Gender, 
and Consumer Culture (New York: Cambridge University Press, 1997). 
15 “Arte: La feria que vende bailes y gestos,” Primera Plana (Buenos Aires), September 15, 1964, p. 45.   
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that had gathered at her so-called “popular bazaar.”16 By turning the Di Tella into a fair of cheap 
imported goods to be hawked, Importación revived La feria de las ferias’s democratic 
distribution of art and adopted Pop’s simulacral display methods. However, Importación 
dispensed with the remnants of the crafted work of art, which endured in both La feria de las 
ferias and Pop art (despite the latter’s embrace of serial reproduction and massified symbols).  
In refusing to modify the products she presented, Minujín framed consumer goods and 
commerce itself as art—a Duchampian displacement, which paradoxically dematerialized art 
into a commercial system while simultaneously reasserting its status as an object, albeit a mass-
produced and commodified one. In this respect, Minujín distinguished Importación from the 
more fully dematerialized and metalinguistic practices of Arte de los Medios or the 
contemporaneous and information-centric installation Tucumán arde. But, as with other 
examples of Latin American conceptual art, Importación tactically inserted the readymade into 
larger circuits of production and consumption, which, as Mari Carmen Ramírez argues, 
subsequently “expose mechanisms of repression and disrupt the status of Latin American identity 
as a commodity exchanged along the axis between center and periphery.”17 However, when 
working in an installation format, Latin American conceptual artists usually reversed this process 
of insertion, Ramírez notes.18 This is not the case with Importación, for the work of art operated 
as its own circuit of distribution, redirecting the circulation of ideologically loaded readymades 
from international networks of production and consumption to a local social network. While the 
conceptualist installations that Ramírez describes perform “a re-semanticization’ of space’” and 
convey “an argument [that] reflect[s] an underlying narrative,” Importación refrained from 
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articulating a clear political message. No clear story unfolded through its space. Nor were its 
objects curated in particularly meaningful arrangements that might “impress on the viewer the 
effects of the mechanisms of power and ideology.”19 Instead, Minujín’s far more open-ended 
environment offered a discursive space in which visitors could draw their own conclusions 
regarding their social interactions and the objects they encountered and consumed.  
Yet, this proposal was not well received, and the project faced significant setbacks. 
Originally, Minujín intended to carry out Exportación, the second phase of the project, two 
weeks after Importación by returning to the US with Argentine art created in response to its 
informational and material influx. As her notes for the project reveal, Exportación even aimed to 
bring Argentine artists to the United States. In the end, however, this second stage of the artistic 
endeavor was never realized.20 Even so, Minujín considered that Importación was “the most 
important of all my [projects].”21 Critics, however, immediately derided it as nothing more than 
an insubstantial and hedonistic “hippie temple.”22 They concede, “Minujín represents. . . the 
rejection of the establishment, of established, traditional power.” 23 But they nonetheless insist on 
this point: “Her adhesion to the new American—or international—Hashishin, who preach love, 
peace and contemplation . . . signifies an important contribution to the apolitical sector of 
Argentine art [my emphsasis].”24  
Perhaps because of Importación’s straightforward replication of a public space devoted to 
commerce and popular entertainment, later scholarly interpretations of the environment are 
																																																								
19 Ibid., 164, 166. 
20 The incompletion of the project was due to a combination of factors, such as lack of funds and the difficulty of 
doing any sort of international art project during the dictatorship. Moreover, no U.S. venues demonstrated any 
interested in housing Minujín’s project.  
21 Inés Malinow, “Esa Extraña Marta Minujín: Una Entrevista de Inés Malinow,” 58-59. Series 2: Artist Reference 
File, Box 3. Howard Wise Gallery Records. Carton 6, Marta Minujín Publicity Folder 2. Harvard Art Museums 
Archives (Cambridge, MA). 
22 Ferreiro Pella, 257. 
23 “El Flower Power en la calle Florida.” F.C.U. Marta Minujín Archives. Press Folder 1960s.  
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similarly contemptuous. King sees Importación as “offering a diversion but nothing interesting 
or valuable,” while Noorthoorn believes it “reflects Minujín’s trip-like state” as well as the 
artist’s self-serving desire to return to San Francisco for the purpose of continuing drug-fueled 
escapades. 25 The environment, Noorthoorn concludes, proves that Minujín is “very removed 
from the political events taking place in Buenos Aires and the world.” 26 Similarly depoliticizing 
Minujín’s art, historian Fernando García argues, “the actions of Minujín as a hippie artist and 
activist were more apologetic than political.”27  
Yet, in this period of her life, Minujín had been partaking in various outspoken political 
gestures. Just two years before Importación, Minujín joined two hundred other Argentine artists 
in “Homage to Vietnam,” an anti-imperialist exhibition-protest at the Galería Van Riel. In the 
immediate aftermath of Importación, Minujín also repeatedly clarified that she was not a 
detached and passive hippie but a politically engaged yippie, that is, someone, who, according to 
her, is “active, preoccupied with reality, politics, [and] not in the passive position of acceptance 
of the hippies.”28 She elucidates in another interview given in 1968 that she and the yippies are 
“against the establishment or against everything that is established, that is represented by the 
institutions, the banks, the offices.”29 Minujín even stressed the antidisciplinary nature of the 
yippie movement, which, as she specified for a puzzled reporter, had “no [political] platform.” 30  
It was simply “for acts of protest against a system that is so hard that it teaches its children to 
																																																								
25 King, 219. Noorthoorn, “The Vertigo of Creation,” 247. 
26 Noorthoorn, 247.  
27 Fernando García, Marta Minujín: Los años psicodélicos (Buenos Aires: Mansalva, 2015), 10. 
28 Inés Malinow, “Esa Extraña Marta Minujín: Una Entrevista de Inés Malinow,” 58-59. Series 2: Artist Reference 
File, Box 3. Howard Wise Gallery Records. Carton 6, Marta Minujín Publicity Folder 2. Harvard Art Museums 
Archives (Cambridge, MA). While in the US, Minujín meets two key Yippie leaders, Abbie Hoffman and Jerry 
Rubin.  
29 Cristina de Irala, “Volvio Marta Minujín: La Diosa de La Menesunda.” 32. Series 2: Artist Reference File, Box 3. 
Howard Wise Gallery Records, ca. 1960-1980s. Carton 6, Marta Minujín Publicity, Folder 2. Harvard Art Museums 
Archives (Cambridge, MA).  
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hate and sends them to die in wars.”31 The yippies, she elaborates, “are politically engaged, they 
seek to change social structures and live organized in communities. Their acts of protest create 
things: they propose new political systems, fashions, or décor. . . The hippies, by contrast, are not 
creators; they protest and don’t do anything.”32  
Although mocked by the press as nonsense, Minujín’s statements, emphasizing the open-
ended nature of yippie dissent, were accurate and conveyed the artist’s newfound interest in the 
yippies. 33 According to historian Julie Stephens, yippie contestation rejected “the seriousness 
and somber mood of disciplinary politics” in favor of “laughter, paradox, and parody.”34 The 
yippies’ postmodern strategies, based in parody, pastiche, ambiguity, and the melding of popular 
and high culture, easily fused with the carnivalesque mode of positive negation, which 
characterized much of Minujín’s art.35 Indeed, Minujín’s strategy of ambivalent mimicry, now 
informed by multivalent yippie tactics, further opened her work to various opposing 
interpretations, even disparaging ones. As historian Aniko Bodroghkozy argues, yippie styles of 
protest purposefully presented a kind of blank, polysemic text. 36 Yippie leaders Abbie Hoffman 
and Jerry Rubin hoped that the openness of the empty signifiers constituting yippie expressions 
of dissent would produce a type of democratic accessibility and “mobiliz[e the] various 
discursive competencies” of members of the public, thereby turning them into participants 
																																																								
31 Ibid. 
32 “Hypies, Si. Hippies, No.” Analisis 384. July 22, 1968. F.C.U. Marta Minujín Archives. Press Folder 1960s. 
33 In its report of Minujín’s comments regarding her rejection of her bourgeois background in favor of a Yippie 
position, Primera Plana, one of the leading magazines for art and culture at the time, labels Minujín a “patapufete” 
or clown. King, 219.  
34 Julie Stephens, Anti-Disciplinary Protest: Sixties Radicalism and Postmodernism (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press,1998), 35, 36. 
35 Ibid.,  
36 Aniko Bodroghkozy, Chapter 3: “‘Every Revolutionary Needs a Color TV’: The Yippies, Media Manipulation, 
and Talk Shows,” Groove Tube: Sixties Television and the Youth Rebellion (Durham: Duke University Press, 2001), 
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actively constructing meaning.37 Through their eschewal of a coherent, analyzable message, the 
yippies, Bodroghkozy explains, heightened the disruptive charge of their protest and avoided 
recuperation as well as certain forms of censorship—an outcome of value to Minujín, who was 
operating in an authoritarian climate.38  
Adding to the already negative reception of Importación as an indulgent and vacuous 
work, many also denigrated the piece for its influx and approbatory presentation of U.S. 
consumer products. Anonymous comments scribbled on Importación’s pamphlets reveal that 
many saw the work as enshrining and exacerbating Argentina’s cultural subservience to the U.S. 
“What shame! To deceive, to dress up our own impotence. What function?,” grumbles one 
respondent.39 In his attempt to defend the Di Tella’s activities, King attributes the institution’s 
negative public image as a “dependent and foreignizing” entity to just a few “derivative” works 
of art exhibited at the venue, most notably Minujín’s Importación.40 But it is Traba who, in the 
immediate aftermath of the sixties, presents the most vitriolic attack of the Argentine avant-garde 
as a willing “artistic colony” of the United States by targeting particular artists, including 
Minujín, as producers of an “art of submission [arte de entrega].”41 Encouraged by key art 
institutions such as the Di Tella, Argentine artists, Traba argues, naively adopted quintessentially 
American art forms, such as Pop, happenings, installations and environments, which were bound 
to become meaningless and inauthentic once transplanted to Latin America, where advanced 
industrialization, consumerism, and urbanization had not taken root as thoroughly as in the U.S 
																																																								
37 Ibid. 
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39 King, 221. Reproduction of archival documents reprinted.  
40 Ibid., 310. 
41 Marta Traba, Arte Latinoamericano actual (Caracas: Ediciones de la Biblioteca de la Universidad Central de 
Venezuela, 1972), 22. See also Traba, Dos décadas vulnerables en las artes plásticas latinoamericanas 1950-1970 
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and Europe.42 Aside from being indifferent to their immediate historical contexts, these types of 
works, Traba laments, provided the participating public with escapist entertainment or a 
sophomoric catharsis. The result was the forgetting of social grievances and, hence, the 
preservation of “a highly intoxicated society.”43  
Failing to look past Importación’s most ostentatious feature, these accusations casting 
Minujín as an agent of American neocolonialism oversimplified her art and willfully turned a 
blind eye to its nuances and overall ambivalence. Devoid of any North American symbols, the 
carefully worded pamphlet for Importación-Exportación intentionally downplays the work’s ties 
to the U.S.: 
Information makes us adopt facts, ideas, fashions without taking nationality into question. 
The economic factor (country of origin) does not bestow a nationality to the product. 
Importación is an interpretation of the materiality of information.44  
 
Despite the evident North American source of Importación’s goods, this text avoids any explicit 
mention of the U.S. and insists on divorcing the work’s merchandise from its national origins. To 
Minujín, the ideological content carried by these products superseded the economic and political 
relationships between nations. Her peculiar recasting of products as information, along with her 
abstraction of nations, which customarily bookend the process of importation, can be seen as a 
																																																								
42 Traba, Arte Latinoamericano actual, 20-21. Traba seems to willfully ignore Pop’s British beginnings as well as 
the multiple geographic points of origin for happenings and other performance-based experimental art forms. 
Traba’s argument also betrays a reductive view of Latin American modernity. To her, Latin America exists in a 
perpetually delayed present, marked by myth and magic. As a result, Traba seems particularly blind to the way that 
countries like Argentina were rapidly changing in the 1960s, as made clear by, for instance, the acceleration of 
consumerism and urbanization. Numerous Latin American scholars have since Traba’s time refuted such a view of 
Latin American art as a type of modernism with no basis in modernization (or, at best, accompanied by a belated 
and deficient modernization). García Canclini, for instance, argues for the multitemporal heterogeneity of modern 
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García Canclini, Hybrid Cultures, 46, 51.  
43 Ibid., 81. 
44 Marta Minujín, Importación Pamphlet, Marta Minujín Obras 1959-1989, 82. 
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highly self-conscious attempt to prevent Importación from being interpreted as a surrender to 
U.S. cultural imperialism—a charge increasingly raised against artists exhibiting at the Di Tella.   
Significantly, Importación did not introduce mainstream American culture to Argentina. 
Instead, the work homologated its very antithesis: a counterculture that opposed dominant 
American values and the U.S. government, specifically its hawkish foreign policy and rapacious 
capitalist exploitation of developing countries (of which many belonged to South America).45 
Minujín’s explanation of Importación to the press rephrased the pamphlet’s message in terms 
that underscored the work’s informational source not in the U.S. per se but rather in pockets of 
dissent within the U.S. “The material [of Importación],” Minujín avers, “is information created 
by the yippies . . . the artist transmits the information of what happens, among other things, at the 
conventions of yippies in Chicago. [my emphasis]”46 The Chicago Democratic Convention of 
1968, where a highly mediatized ideological rift had resulted in violence, was important to 
Minujín because, the yippies’ manipulation of the media’s coverage of the Chicago 
demonstrations (turned riots) had heightened public awareness of hegemonic coercion and state 
brutality. Hoffman himself describes the yippies’ media activism at the convention as “an 
advertisement for revolution.” 47 The parallel between the US government’s clampdown on 
demonstrators and the actions of Argentina’s own increasingly repressive state certainly 
informed Minujín’s intention to transmit countercultural ideas and yippie protest strategies to her 
homeland. Importación, in other words, was yet another indirect advertisement for revolution. 
																																																								
45 Historian Daniel Bell, for instance, declares in 1976 that hippies have put an end to the Protestant ethic forming 
the bedrock of American culture. Bell, The Cultural Contradictions of Capitalism (New York: Basic Books, 1976), 
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46 Inés Malinow, “Esa Extraña Marta Minujín: Una Entrevista de Inés Malinow,” 58-59. Series 2: Artist Reference 
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Although not televised, the highly mediatized environment operated like a commercial by selling 
and circulating products, which doubled as carriers of seditious information.  
Moreover, the general excoriation of Importación as an “art of submission,”48 to borrow 
Traba’s phrase, betrayed the influence of dependency theory, according to which “everything [is] 
explained by the confrontation between imperialism and national popular cultures,” as García 
Canclini notes.49 This Manichean view of the world confines artists to false binaries (foreign 
dependency or nationalism; submission or domination) and theorizes power’s operations in a 
simplistic way. By 1968, the dependency model had become unrealistic and untenable as a result 
of the multidirectional and asymmetrical transformations of globalization. Canclini details its 
inadequacies:  
It [the dependency model] does not explain the planetary functioning of an industrial, 
technological, financial and cultural system whose headquarters is not in a single nation 
but in a dense network of economic and ideological structures. . . . new processes make 
the asymmetry more complex: the decentralization of corporations, the planetary 
simultaneity of information, and the adaptation of certain international forms of 
knowledge and images. . . .The delocalization of symbolic products by electronics and 
telematics, and the use of satellites and computers in cultural diffusion also impede our 
continuing to see the confrontations of peripheral countries as frontal combats with 
geographically defined nations.50 
 
Fully aware of technology’s complicating and delocalizing effects (as evidenced by 
Simultaneidad en simultaneidad), Minujín did not treat power dynamics as though they were still 
colonial in nature, i.e., bipolar and vertical. Rather, Minujín intuited that power operated 
indirectly through multi-determined and decentered sociopolitical relations and that, as a result, 
her art also had to mount an oblique and ramified form of resistance from within the proliferating 
“dense networks” described by Canclini.   
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Therefore, although physically at the Di Tella, Importación leveraged and emphasized 
transnational channels of commerce and institutional circuits of symbolic production. Far from 
being a celebration of U.S.-led capitalist expansion, the bald literalism of Importación—its 
unabashed, even cynical, framing of cultural exchange as mere importation or, in other words, as 
a profit-driven, economic transaction between nations, institutions, and, finally, the public—
functioned more as hyperbolic mimicry than an endorsement or instantiation of the phenomenon 
Traba inveighed against: the institutional and desarrollista effort to “internationalize” Argentine 
art.  
The ambitions, strategies, and consequences of this project require explanation. As 
Giunta outlines, the goals and defining parameters of the internationalist mission frequently 
changed.51 The internationalist project’s ties to the ideology of developmentalism or 
desarrollismo were, however, quite patent and unshakable.52 Slowing the advancement of 
communism in Latin America by offering another set of policies through which to rectify 
underdevelopment, desarrollismo, in the long run, benefited (through its transplantation of U.S. 
values, institutions, and corporate capital to Latin America) U.S. economic and political interests 
above those of the region. Developmentalism, Giunta explains, ultimately led to the production 
of knowledge that was instrumental for the consolidation of power by different but 
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97. For more insights on desarollismo and its effects on Argentine art, see also King, El Di Tella y el desarollo 
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interconnected sectors: the Argentine industrial bourgeoisie (who were also patrons of the arts), 
transnational corporations, and the United States government.53 The military dictatorship should 
be added to this list. General Onganía’s minister of economy, Adalbert Krieger Vasena, had 
formerly worked for a dozen North American corporations and, once in power, had immediately 
put into place developmentalist policies, which opened the country to foreign companies and the 
international financial community to the detriment of small Argentine businesses.54  
Art and its institutions were an integral part of the intensification of the developmentalist 
ideological apparatus serving these actors.55 As García Canclini recounts, during the 1960s 
promotion of modern culture in Latin America was increasingly left in the hands of private 
corporations, whose main objectives were to “construct a ‘disinterested’ image of their economic 
expansion” through their patronage.56 Because of the internationalist/developmentalist approach 
to cultural exchange, the criteria for evaluating Argentine art was progressively instrumentalized 
and couched in dry, economic terms usually reserved for the trade of raw materials and consumer 
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that “Vasena renovated the contracts with the foreign oil companies, eliminated controls on exchanges, and signed a 
new accord with the IMF. His politics abandoned the protection that [former President] Illia had offered to small and 
medium local companies.” In fact, Ongania’s coup was orchestrated by Liberal sectors, who desired one of their 
own and “above all a man supported by North American corporations” as minister of finance. The link between 
American financial investment and the arts at this moment was best illustrated by the activities of Nelson 
Rockefeller, famed collector of Latin American art, who pressured President Illia to change the law so that he could 
open a branch of his bank in Argentina. Illia declined and a few months later Onganía came to power and passed 
new legislation allowing Rockefeller to open his bank and churn a profit in the region—a profit soon used to collect 
even more Latin American art. Ponza, 157. 
55 Giunta, 195. Cultural exchange, for instance, enabled the United States to maintain its “good neighbor” policy—a 
form of soft power—with Latin America and to extract a more subtle and profound understanding of these 
neighboring societies. The Argentine elites and multinational corporations profiting from the economic policies of 
desarrollismo and funding most of Argentina’s art institutions, used art exhibitions as subtle propaganda tools. They 
thus presented Argentina’s socioeconomic transformation in a positive light; fomented demand for their novel, 
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goods. García Canclini, for instance, notes that, in the 1960s, the notion of “distributors’ art” 
emerged.57 The local Argentine press repeatedly debated Argentine art’s “export level quality,” 
while the international circulation of exhibitions was determined by quid pro quo arrangements, 
primarily serving the Cold War interests of the U.S. more than the long-term development of 
Argentina’s art scene.58  
Influential tastemakers at the helm of important institutions also adopted equally 
calculating perspectives. Romero Brest, for instance, quantified the international success (i.e. 
foreign exposure) of Argentine artists, including Minujín, through a point system, which he then 
used—in lieu of a qualitative evaluation of artistic significance and form—to select artists for 
upcoming competitions and prizes.59 Attesting to this attitude, Lawrence Alloway laments years 
later, “Romero saw art in terms of the market . . . it’s a shame . . . that he would see the 
development of artists so exclusively in terms of the market and international criticism.”60 
Similarly to Brest, Squirru describes Argentine artists as athletes competing to win foreign 
accolades, which could then help “export [Argentine] culture” to the rest of the world.61 
Consequently, by 1968, Argentina’s leftist sectors and avant-garde circles were beginning to 
view art institutions, especially the Di Tella, as importers of foreign fads that treated Argentine 
artworks like vulgar products in a “general sales catalogues,” as Giunta decries.62  
Perceiving the shift towards the reinterpretation of the internationalist project as both an 
insidious imperialist strategy and debacle for Argentine art, Minujín, who relished controversy, 
deliberately echoed internationalist rhetoric and boldly appropriated internationalism’s 
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transactional logic at the moment of its waning.63 But Importación’s timing was more than mere 
provocation. Minujín, similarly to later Latin American artists identified by García Canclini, 
constructed her installation as a place of imminence, “the place where we catch sight of things 
that are just at the point of occurring.”64 In this manner, the work “proclaim[ed] something that 
could happen, promising meaning or modifying meaning through insinuations.”65 By mimicking 
and literalizing the porteño art world’s internationalist pragmatism to the point of absurdity, 
Importación delivered a coup de grace to internationalism—one from which the installation was 
not itself spared, as the ensuing furor made clear. This was neither the first time (e.g., La 
destrucción) nor the last (e.g., The Obelisk in Sweet Bread, Carlos Gardel de Fuego, The 
Parthenon of Books) that Minujín symbolically sacrificed or physically dismantled a work of art 
for the purpose of effecting a change in the distribution of the sensible. Importación created what 
Rancière terms a dissensus, that is, “a division inserted in ‘common sense’: a dispute over what 
is given and about the frame within which we see something given.”66  
Refusing to absolve itself from the critique it directed at its mimicked target, 
Importación, although shocking, irreverent, and absurdist, was not explicitly oppositional in the 
manner of the yippies’ negative and militant aping. After all, the Di Tella had commissioned 
Importación and, in theory, received all the sales revenue generated from the work’s hippie 
																																																								
63 Minujín’s failure to execute Exportación painfully unveils the unilateralism of the twin policies of 
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accessories. As an artist, who was a fixation of the media, Minujín benefited from an 
internationalist mindset, which valued publicity. Considering that the sixties were a moment 
when the “internationalizing trends” of the Latin American historical avant-garde were “giving 
way to a more mimetic relation with hegemonic trends in the international market,” Importación 
performed this mimetic relationship heavy-handedly to the point of producing a flawed 
resemblance or disavowal of it. 67 Put differently: Importación functioned as a double 
articulation—a symptom and a diagnosis—of a phenomenon redefining Argentine art in the 
sixties.  
The work thus operated in the “area between mimicry and mockery,” to quote Homi 
Bhaba. To this scholar of colonial discourse and dynamics, mimicry is “the desire for a reformed, 
recognizable Other, as a subject of a difference that is almost the same, but not quite.”68 As a 
result, mimicry is “stricken by an indeterminacy” or constructed around a subversive 
ambivalence that ultimately “poses an imminent threat to both ‘normalized’ knowledges and 
disciplinary powers.” Bhabha stresses the “menace” of mimicry as a form of parodic repetition 
(rather than representation), marked by difference, slippage, and surplus. It “alienates the 
modality and normality of…dominant discourses,” particularly the post-Enlightenment 
“language of liberty,” but also “destroys narcissistic authority,” “mocks [history’s] power to be a 
model,” and “rearticulates the whole notion of identity . . . alienat[ing] it from essence.” In this 
manner, Importación’s mimicry functioned as an irritant—a “recalcitrance which coheres”—to 
precisely that which it embraced: the colonization of the art world by hegemonizing market 
forces.69 It sparked a vociferous outcry precisely because it demonstrated the malleability of 
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Argentine cultural identity. By exposing this lack or, more accurately, this myth of a core 
essence, Importación destabilized the nationalist, hegemonic projects, reinvigorated by the 
dictatorship.  
Importación also implicated its public in the market’s total infiltration of the arts by 
turning its viewers into flagrant consumers. Full participation in Importación consisted in 
experiencing the psychedelic space and purchasing some of the imported item of its faux gift 
shop, which underscored the Di Tella’s own recent addition of a real souvenir store.70 The 
implication was that the viewing of art, far from being a neutral endeavor, was an 
overdetermined socioeconomic act—an activity subsidized by, as well as supportive of, 
developmentalism. Statements by Guido di Tella, the CEO of Siam and founder of the Di Tella, 
made this clear. 71 Although disgruntled by the institute’s controversial art, the mogul continued 
to tolerate its exhibitions in the hopes that “all that stuff would help sell more refrigerators and 
cars” made by his company.72 In fact, his company’s refrigerators and fans had already been 
prominently featured in La Menesunda’s icebox room and final octagonal infinity mirror 
chamber.73 Canclini confirms this strategy, “The industrial bourgeoisie accompanies the 
productive modernization and the introduction of new habits in consumption that it itself 
promotes with foundations and experimental centers destined to win for private initiative the 
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leading role in the reordering of the cultural market.”74 If, as Marta Traba admonishes, the 
assumed innocence of internationalizing Argentine art consisted a “Trojan horse,” then 
Importación played along with this ruse in order to render it transparent.75 Through its 
tchotchkes, the environment created a shortcut to the consumption that was the end goal of the 
Di Tella’s corporate parent and the internationalist/developmentalist apparatus. It deliberately 
dropped the fig leaf of high art, which had served to conceal this capitalist manipulation of 
culture and public. 
At the same time, by replacing an unhurried and erudite process of aesthetic 
contemplation with buying in a state of distraction, Importación offered its visitors a simple, 
familiar, and indiscriminating means through which to approach art. But, as García Canclini 
warns, any attempt to “massively spread[] what some understand to be ‘culture’ is not always the 
best way to encourage democratic participation.”76 This is the case because the socialization of 
art is also usually “a procedure for securing the distinction of those who are familiar with it.”77 
As a rule, García Canclini argues referencing Bourdieu, capitalist societies:  
simultaneously need exposure—to broaden the market and the consumption of goods in 
order to increase the rate of profit—and distinction—which, in order to confront the 
massifying effects of exposure, recreates the signs that differentiate the hegemonic 
sectors.78  
 
Yet Importación checked the usual practices of art consumption that served to reestablish and 
reinforce class distinctions among viewers. Since Importación’s cheap objects were intended for 
purchase, the privileged act of contemplation was displaced while the elitist act of collecting was 
travestied. Through its elimination of differential mechanisms, Importación temporarily set the 
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hegemonic and the subaltern, the included and the excluded, on an even playing field. “Art is 
what makes people participate, especially the masses,” Minujín explains, “My events are for the 
multitude, since the epoch of paintings for the elites is over. . . . The majority wants to participate 
and we have to create the means for them. It’s a way of changing the world.”79 While past Latin 
American populist regimes and revolutions had sought to democratize art across social classes—
a utopian effort that, according to García Canclini, usually translated into a merely quantitative 
change (more people in museums)—Minujín momentarily achieved the inverse: the egalitarian 
and equivalential treatment of different social groups through commerce as art. This proved to be 
an essential mise-en-scène for the processes of collective identification that the work set into 




Minujín’s dissemination of countercultural objects and literature in Argentina was an 
affront to Onganía’s regime.80 Under the guise of art, Importación brazenly circumvented the 
dictatorship’s confiscation of imported magazines, political texts, and other potentially 
subversive materials.81 Hippie culture in and of itself controverted the conservative principles of 
the dictatorship’s public statements, which valued the family unit (rather than free love and the 
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contraceptive pill), the Catholic Church (instead of Eastern religions or a generalized sense of 
spirituality), and a capitalist work ethic (anything but “dropping out”). Onganía’s repressive 
regime was unequivocal in its opposition to the counterculture. Hippies or anyone associated 
with the free love movement were declared an enemy of the state. In January of 1968, a few 
months before Importación, the government organized a press conference to warn the Argentine 
public that hippies did “not constitute yet another eccentricity” but were, in fact, part of a 
“diabolical plan,” promoting drug trafficking and prostitution.82 A few hours after this 
conference, the police began fining and arresting anyone sporting vaguely countercultural 
trappings. Long hair, guitars, or colorful and unconventional clothes (especially, the banned 
miniskirt) were all grounds for questioning and detention. Even singing and dancing in the 
streets were deemed suspect.83 As she then explained to a reporter, Minujín was experiencing 
this harassment firsthand:  
This country makes me panic. I realize that the climate in Buenos Aires is not favorable. 
You know that they won’t let me into certain downtown shops? And you know why? 
Because of the way I dress and because the guys I was with were barefoot. They didn’t 
let us in because we don’t adhere to conventionalisms and strictures imposed by our 
society. . . . This is a terrifying, terrifying country… in Buenos Aires I feel very attacked. 
People pursue me in the street. I go into a bar and can’t even get a coffee. Some call me 
“stupid, crazy” or ask me why I dress this way.84   
 
The artist was therefore fully cognizant that Importación would be perceived as provocation. 
In an even more blatant defiance of these policies, Importación also deliberately played 
with the possibility that it was distributing more than just hippie ideas and fashion. Psychotropic 
drugs, too, were an assumed but unmentioned part of its imports. To be sure, Minujín had long 
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been aware of LSD’s potential application to the arts thanks to Lebel, who theorized happenings 
as hallucinatory experiences and often distributed acid to participants.85 “This particular [acid] 
vision—or, if one wants, this hallucinatory state,” Lebel defends in Le Happening, “is essential 
to all experience that, like the happening, situates itself in several simultaneous realities, calling 
for several simultaneous modes of perception and communication.”86 However, in the 
conservative context of Argentina, Minujín was not as outspoken as Lebel in the endorsement of 
acid, choosing to refer to mind-altering drugs only indirectly or clandestinely, as seen with her 
environments and underground publication, Lo Inadvertido. Before Importación, Minujín later 
explains, “acid culture” and the drug itself did not exist in the country.87 “Many initiated 
themselves after Importación-Exportación because they discovered a universe that did not exist 
here [in Argentina],” she vaunts.88 Most of those involved with the project—from the underage 
volunteers to Romero Brest—were introduced to LSD, Minujín recalls in retrospect.89 “I have 
changed their vision of the world, and they are redeemable,” Minujín announced to the press 
with regards to her turned-on participants.90   
In the end, whether Importación actually enabled the illegal consumption of psychotropic 
drugs or not is irrelevant, since, as Lebel argues, “the third psycho-physical state—or 
hallucinatory fit” can be “provoked chemically or visually [my emphasis].”91 The psychedelic 
visual effects of Importación therefore sufficed in the inducing of a receptive, hallucinatory state. 
Art critic Dave Hickey provides yet another explanation:  
The idiom of psychedelic art was as much the cause as the consequence of psychedelic 
vision…psychedelic culture was a culture and a surprisingly social and public one. So, 
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one’s actual, private chemical experience functioned less as ends in themselves than as 
associations for its discourse and confirmations of its politics. . . since anyone could drop 
acid and tinker with their psyches, it didn’t really matter if you did. . .extreme experience 
was not required. . . .One simply proclaimed a commitment to whatever ideology that 
psychedelic experience signified at that particular historical moment.92 [My emphasis] 
   
The crux of Importación’s psychedelic dimension was that LSD was on everyone’s mind even if 
few minds were actually on it. Because the already politicized recreational experience of 
hallucinogenic drugs became even more insurrectionary in Argentina, participation in 
Importación’s psychedelic environment fell nothing short of a public proclamation of receptivity, 
if not commitment, to a countercultural ideology defiant of the status quo. Predictably, the 
government regarded all these artistic activities with extreme suspicion and flagged the Di Tella 
as an antagonistic site to be closely watched.93 Alarmed by reports of “Indian dances,” local 
authorities (intendencia municipal) investigated the environment with the intention of quelling 
“obscene acts.”94 Additionally, a true “army of police officers” stood guard and followed those 
who had visited Importación, prohibiting them access to other public locales once out of the Di 
Tella.95  
 Importación’s hardly surreptitious propagation of psychedelics also incensed a 
conservative public. Scandalized reviewers of the exhibition repeatedly transcribed the senseless 
mutterings of visitors exiting Importación. These statements were framed in ways that 
emphasized participants’ presumed irrational state of intoxication. “Da…da…da,” a female 
participant had supposedly replied to a journalist’s basic question—a garbled response, which 
the reporter choses to transcribe in terms emphasizing the project’s alignment with Dada’s own 
																																																								
92 Dave Hickey, “Freaks” in Summer of Love, 62-63. My emphasis. 
93 King, 168. Desperate for government aid in the support of his increasingly bankrupt company, Guido di Tella felt 
obliged to give General Livingston a tour of the ITDT to prove that it was not actually harboring any hippies or 
other types of dissidents.  
94 Adriana, “Dicen Que Estoy Loca,” Siete Días, year 2, no. 69 (Buenos Aires), September 2-8, 1968, 44-46. [F.C.U] 
Fundación Espigas—Marta Minujín Special Archive. Folder Minujín 11: 1968, item 21.  
95 “Baires Pop y Secreto,” Pin Ap 7, October 1968, Marta Minujín Archive. Press Folder 1960s.  
	 296	
earlier critique of rationality and the Logos.96 Another review reported how a young girl, when 
asked for her age, answered in her stupor “Catherine the Great” and then quickly requested 
directions to a pharmacy, where she, readers are left to imagine, might continue her debauched 
consumption of drugs or, alternatively, seek medical assistance.97 Betraying fears of ideological 
contamination and actual addiction, an anxious anonymous responder groused, “I vote to have 
Minujín exported to some country with retards. Don’t drag our youth so that it may fall into such 
idiocy.”98   
As this remark intimates, Importación was a magnet for a particular segment of Buenos 
Aires’s population: its adolescents and young adults, many of whom were still in high school or 
studying at university.99 Minujín confessed to the press, “I am not interested in the people older 
than twenty years of age because they are already adults.”100 More than any other exhibition by 
Minujín, Importación drew large, youthful crowds to the Di Tella. This outcome only amplified 
the work’s potency as a political nuisance. As historian Valeria Manzano chronicles, Argentina’s 
youth had been mobilized as a political force and an agent of modernization during the last years 
of Perón’s administration. By the 1960s, it had fully emerged as an influential cultural agent, 
dynamic political actor, widespread “metaphor for change,” and discrete market for a 
“juvenilized mass culture.”101 Onganía’s regime sought to depoliticize and suppress this newly 
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empowered segment of the population as demonstrated by the dictator’s violent intervention in 
the educational system.102 In fact, the consensus leading to Onganía’s coup had been abetted by 
reactionary public fears surrounding the trope of the “revolutionary student.”103 The 
dictatorship’s discourse did not hesitate to frame this group as subversive and corrupting 
miscreants driven by drugs, loose morals, and dangerous leftist ideals. “To put it crudely, to be 
young in the Argentina of those times was suspect,” King observes.104 Despite (or even because 
of) this persecution, Argentina’s iconoclastic youth produced throughout the sixties a “culture of 
contestation, which both built upon and called into question . . . the persistence of political and 
cultural authoritarianism.”105  
Sensitive to this context, Importación offered Argentina’s youth a space where it could 
gather en masse, gain consciousness as a group with shared interests and views, and, ultimately, 
exercise a collective voice. For instance, Minujín’s announcements in newspapers overtly invited 
“young people of both sexes with the desire to express themselves” to become volunteer 
performers or symbolic “owners” of Importación (there were thirty volunteers in total).106 She 
viewed the work as “an exhaustive investigation on hippie creativity” that sought to nurture 
expression by, for example, providing materials with which participants could create their own 
psychedelic projections.107 The dark, open, and loosely structured spaces of the environment 
were, moreover, much more conducive to free play than its environmental forerunners, La 
Menesunda and El Batacazo. Fog, flashing lights, colorful projections and distorting eyeglasses 
further impeded the surveillance and self-disciplining that characterized these previous 
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environments as well as Simultaneidad en simultaneidad. Rather, Importación—as an open-
ended, ludic, and eroticized site of undisciplined and anti-normative activity—represented an 
outgrowth of Minujín’s penetrable Eróticos—a point of origin, which alerts us to the 
environment’s utopian dimension. In this unmonitored work, youths, along with other groups, 
could finally engage in prohibited activities and find a dialogical space, which underlined but 
also symbolically rectified, no matter how fleetingly, the erosion of freedoms everywhere else in 
Argentina. “I think there are a lot of sensational people [in Buenos Aires], who are groovy,” 
Minujin explained to the press, “That’s why my intention [with Importación] is to spread this 
situation—still minor—into a major nucleus. Because most people in Buenos Aires are overly 
rigid.”108 
This rigidity was not without cause. Only two months before Importación, the military 
dictatorship had compromised free speech in the arts by banning Roberto Plate’s bathroom 
installation, El baño [The Bathroom], at the Di Tella.109 Though a simple replica of a bathroom 
stall, the piece had provided a private space in which the public did not hesitate to scrawl smutty 
and politically charged graffiti, thereby provoking the government’s censure. The repressive 
measure targeting the work immediately precipitated the infamous shut down of the Experiencias 
’68 exhibition at the same venue. This climate of oppression and censorship loomed over 
Importación. Throughout its duration, a police officer continued to bar entry to Plate’s 
controversial bathroom piece, which was still at the Di Tella due to impending court decisions. 
Ironically, it was the privacy, anonymity, freedom of expression, and opportunity for dissent 
granted by Plate’s forbidden installation that Importación, as a public yet shielding spatial-
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enunciative apparatus, reaffirmed and offered to Argentina’s most rebellious generation. 
Importación therefore met all the preconditions necessary for populism, as detailed by Laclau.110 
It highlighted a crisis in representation; challenged normalized political conditions; and appealed 
to a group of underdogs. It also functioned as an incubator of social bonds, thus fulfilling 
Laclau’s prescription that the people be not simply “an ideological expression but a real relation 
between social agents.”111  
But Importación was also what Foucault calls a “heterotopia of compensation,” a place 
where the flaws and intolerances of society are underlined by being temporarily suspended and 
even redressed.112 Through the contrast established between Importación’s microcosm and the 
societal conditions beyond it, the environment constructed, to use Laclau’s phrase, “a differential 
framework” through which visitors’ various frustrations with the dominant order were brought 
into relief.113 Although heterogeneous, these struggles were given within Importación “an initial 
and weak equivalential tie [through] the mere fact that they all reflect[ed] the failure of the 
institutional system.”114 This equivalential chain, Laclau explains, is strengthened when “a 
certain identity is picked up from the whole field of differences, and made to embody [the] 
totalizing function [of the people].”115 Importación offered the figure of the hippie or, more 
specifically, of the countercultural youth as the popular identity and symbol through which 
various social particularities could be subsumed in joint contestation of the status quo.    
In this manner, Importación détourned the dictatorship’s openness to trade. Canclini 
observes, “the repression [of the military dictatorships of the southern cone] attempted to reshape 
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public space by reducing social participation to the insertion of each individual in the benefits of 
consumption.”116 However, consumption in Importación was not an individualistic or isolating 
act but rather a democratic and social one through which processes of collective identification 
could take place. Through their purchases of countercultural objects and yippie publications, 
participants from all backgrounds signaled a shared taste and point of view, aligned with a liberal 
sociopolitical stance. In a discussion of populist movements, Mouffe specifies, “To Freud, the 
social bond is of a libidinal nature, and he highlights the crucial role played by libidinal affective 
bonds in collective identification processes . . . the group is kept together by virtue of the power 
of Eros.”117 Astutely, Importación positioned commodity desire as a gateway to other libidinal 
and affective bonds forged through the space’s collective effervescence. “Affect unites me with 
people, and it’s the only thing that preoccupies me,” Minujín declared while showing the 
environment to a journalist.118 Importación therefore tactically embraced consumerism—one of 
the few things that the dictatorship encouraged—to combat the regime’s strategies of repression 
and atomization.  
With this in mind, the general outcry against Importación’s peddling of American goods 
becomes representative of a simplistic view of consumption. In his vindication of the 
consumption patterns of popular sectors in Latin America, philosopher Jesús Martín-Barbero 
cautions, “not all consumption is merely the acceptance of the values of other classes.”119 
Stressing the productive dimension of consumption as a critical and redefining praxis, he further 
nuances his claim: 
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[Consumption] is the area of each person’s relationship to his or her body, use of time, 
habitat and awareness of the potentialities in his or her life. It is also an area of rejection 
of limits to what can be legitimately hoped for, an area for the expansion of desires, a 
realm where on can subvert the codes and express pleasures. Consumption is not just the 
reproduction of forces. It is a production of meanings and the site of a struggle that does 
not end with the possession of the object but extends to the uses, giving objects a social 
form in which are registered the demands and forms of action of different cultural 
competencies.120   
 
In his discussion of Marlboro and Coca-Cola as consumer products but also signifiers of identity, 
Laclau adds another layer of complexity to Martin-Barbero’s insight by underlining the centrality 
of material practices in populism: “the construction of a ‘people’ is not something which takes 
place just at the level of words and images: it is also sedimented in practices and institutions. . . . 
[It] is never a merely verbal operation but is embedded in material practices which can acquire 
institutional fixity.”121    
Minujín understood the importance of identity construction through material practices, as 
made clear by Importación’s emphasis on dress and the everyday use of products. She was also 
familiar with McLuhan’s writings, which often described “fashion as the poor man’s art,” that is, 
as an essential means for the masses to understand and negotiate their technological 
environment. In sum, like art, “clothing is anti-environmental.”122 Accordingly, the teens and 
hippies experimenting with styles of dress were, to McLuhan, operating like artists and 
“express[ing] rebellion against the departing visual values [of society].”123 “Clothing is power 
and the organization of human energy, both private and corporate,” he concludes.124 Minujín was 
bent on tapping into this power’s potential for organizing collective energies.  
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Moreover, the fashion and consumer trends central to Importación dovetailed seamlessly 
with an already popular method of political engagement, exercised by Argentina’s youth: poner 
el cuerpo. Roughly translated as “to put the body,” this practice positioned the body as the 
ground on which dissent was expressed. Manzano explains that poner el cuerpo had manifold 
meanings, which always centered on the “youth body” as a political tool and carrier of anti-
hierarchical and antiauthoritarian social transformations through a range of activities, including 
wearing certain types of clothing, practicing redefined sexual mores, and embracing new beauty 
ideals. Of course, Minujín’s previous environments had engaged the body. Yet Importación 
represented a shift in the type of somatic involvement it encouraged. “Menesunda was an 
amusement park,” Minujín explains, “but now [with Importación] I wanted a communication at 
the level of a temple…I would have liked for people to stay for hours, feeling and meditating, 
communicating with one another.”125 These words disclose Minujín’s pursuit of a deeply 
meaningful and thoroughly communal affective experience, which went beyond the 
entertainment and shocking sensations provided by La Menesunda and El Batacazo and the 
ritualistic veneer of Kaprow’s or Lebel’s short-lived happenings. Mouffe stresses the importance 
of affect in politics, especially in the construction of a populist counter-hegemonic force: 
“[A]cknowledging that affects provide the foundations for an ‘us’ is key to understanding the 
crucial role they play both in the establishment of a hegemony and in the counter-hegemonic 
struggle.”126 In fact, affective involvement—that is, “the recovery of the joy of being together, 
the solidarity between strangers . . . the belief in victory and its fearless affirmation”—is the 
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“engine of mobilization,” Mouffe insists.127 She adds, “our choice of stance, of collective 
loyalties, always includes the feeling of solidarity that is created when people, who do not know 
each other personally, feel part of the same thing.”128  
Crucially, culture and the arts are key loci for affect and, hence, can be used in 
counterhegemonic efforts. The “cultural and symbolic arsenal,” Mouffe explains, “can act as the 
indispensable intellectual, moral, and affective glue of a new people.”129 “All that symbolic 
arsenal,” Mouffe concludes, “takes us from opposition to the construction of a new general 
interest, to becoming a force capable of disputing hegemony.”130 Ergo, Minujín’s appropriation 
of the counterculture’s products-turned-symbols did not just attempt to create an Argentine 
version of the “peace and love” movement per se. It also articulated an identity construction—an 
“us”—that was fundamentally opposed to the “them” of the conservative, even reactionary, 
sectors in power. Minujín partially evacuated the counterculture’s symbols of their original 
meanings and intentions (her blatant commercialization of an anti-capitalist movement proves as 
much) in order to recode them as the insignia of dissent. This symbolic dichotomization of the 
social was especially easy to erect, since Onganía had already declared the countercultural as 
insurrectionary and inimical to the regime.  
Though Importación offered a ludic and affective space conducive to exchange and 
merrymaking, the installation also generated antagonism and refused to effect a total 
reconciliation between all its participants. It was open-ended rather than prescriptive, as Minujín 
averred at the time, “From this [Importación] something will emerge, there are no determined 
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courses of action.”131 And though the artist explained the she and her countercultural crowd were 
“initially for peace,” she also stated by giving the example of Black Power in the U.S. that 
oppression “justifies violence in situations, . . .where we are obligated to attack in order to not be 
persecuted.”132  Importación did not pursue consensus building or hope to repair social bonds, as 
other participatory art forms falling under the umbrella of “relational aesthetics.”133 One only 
needs to recall the ire and dismay of conservative critics and certain visitors of Importación to 
realize that Minujín’s art established an internal frontier, which divided the social body and 
triggered a confrontation between different political positions and collective identities. In 
addition, since the sold countercultural artifacts continued to circulate within Argentine society, 
Importación, similarly to the “plastic images” of Minujín’s happenings, had an afterlife, which 
replicated elsewhere (and long after the environment’s dismantling) a cleaving of the social.  
Towards the end of the sixties, many intellectuals from the militant Left interpreted 
countercultural trends in Argentina as the frivolous, escapist, and emulative activities of snobs 
and petit bourgeois. In their view, any espousal of the counterculture hindered a true 
revolutionary project from taking place. However, as Manzano notes, countercultural rebellion 
often led to political activism and radicalization as there was a significant zone of intersection 
between young militants and those embracing the hippie and rock lifestyles.134 Ultimately, the 
urban youth demographic activated by Importación became a potent ally of the working class as 
well as an instrumental and leading instigator of the multiple 1968-1969 popular revolts—known 
collectively as “El Cordobazo”—which destabilized Onganía’s power.135 This populist alliance 
																																																								
131 “La Rural del Arte en la Calle Florida.” F.C.U. Marta Minujín Archives. Press Folder 1960s. 
132 Ibid. 
133 Nicolas Bourriaud, Relational Aesthetics, trans. Simon Pleasance and Fronza Woods (Dijon: Les Presses du reel, 
2002).  
134 Manzano, 150-151. 
135 Manzano, 163-164. Due to this precedent, the even more repressive military dictatorships of the 1970s do not 
hesitate to attack this group of young adults by: systematically eradicating subversive countercultural trends through 
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cutting across class lines emerged as a possibility, albeit on a smaller scale, within Importación. 
Through the figure of the hippie youth, the work brought together strangers of divergent 
backgrounds and allowed for the possibility of a transversal solidarity that encompassed 
likeminded people from Argentina but also other parts of the world (the counterculture was, after 
all, not a uniquely North American phenomenon). Though not outspokenly political, 
programmatic, or propagandistic, Importación in all its glee and ambivalence provoked a 
dissensus and set the stage for a demos capable of contributing to the shifting of the political 
landscape.    
																																																																																																																																																																																		
legislation against drug use and other hippie practices; raiding spaces of leisure for teens and young adults; and, 
finally, disproportionately kidnapping and killing members of this generation (69% of those who “disappeared” 





The dramatic transformations of the 1960s reached a disruptive climax circa 1968 with 
the eruption of political turmoil and a general waning of the decade’s prior optimism. This 
statement is as true for Argentina as it is for other countries comprising Minujín’s alternate sites 
of production. By the close of the sixties, political assassinations, student protests, the New 
Left’s challenge to liberalism, and the debacle of the Tet offensive, among other things, rocked 
the United States. Meanwhile in Paris, the violent confrontations of May ’68 erupted throughout 
university campuses and the Latin Quarter’s barricaded streets. 
The widespread civil havoc and concomitant political radicalizations defining this 
moment exerted new pressures on happenings, which, given this atmosphere, seemed 
increasingly anodyne, even frivolous. Admittedly, happenings were already besieged on another 
front. Haywood observes, “the mass media’s embrace of Happenings as the latest hip fad helped 
accelerate their demise.”1 Compounded with the prevalent sense that happenings had become 
dated since their moment of origination ten years prior, these realities sufficed to cause a general 
reconsideration of the art form’s raison d’être. A piqued reader’s letter to Art News in response 
to the magazine’s publication of Kaprow’s essay “Should the Artist Become a Man of the 
World?” illustrates the matter plainly and demonsrates that this backlash had been brewing for 
quite some time:  
Staged Happenings are okay for squares. But happenings of the picket lines and rallies 
against the rise of fascism and trips to Cuba are more interesting. I really don’t know if 
there is time for Mr. Kaprow’s kind of art (or anybody else’s) any more.2  
 
																																																								
1 Haywood, 179. 
2 John Mathews, letter to the editor, Art News (December 1964): 6.  
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Strikingly, this anti-art position corresponds to the one articulated just four years later by the 
Argentine vanguard, which, in its politicization, prescribed the relinquishment of art in exchange 
for a revolutionary political praxis in everyday life.  
It has been one of the central claims of this dissertation that Minujín’s particular take on 
happenings and environments provided, through its ambivalent position and populist tone, an 
alternative to the Argentine avant-garde’s call for, first, an explicitly politicized art and, second, 
an exodus from the arts. Clearly, however, the circumstances defining Minujín’s Latin American 
context rhymed with those of other places. So though I have focused primarily on Minujín’s 
South American works, the relevancy of these extends far beyond the Río de la Plata region. The 
approach that distinguished Minujín from her politically committed Argentine peers also 
separated her from other leading artists, who were creating happenings and environments in 
different parts of the world.   
In France, for instance, Lebel theorized the happening as inherently political from the 
beginning.3 “It is undeniable that our happenings,” Lebel asserts, “restore to artistic activity what 
has been torn from it: . . . social agitation.”4 Accordingly, May ’68 represented the culmination 
of his art, as stated in his 1969 article, “Notes on Political Street Theatre, Paris: 1968, 1969.” 
With happenings suddenly rendered redundant by the bouleversement of May ’68, Lebel ceased 
to create them. In the North American context, Kaprow, like so many other practitioners of 
happenings in New York, refused to amplify his art’s subtly anarchist or anti-establishment 
tendencies and “stood by his position that modern art is apolitical,” as Haywood argues.5 The 
																																																								
3 Lebel wrote, “The serious difficulties encountered by the authors of happenings (notably, at the hands of the police 
or cultural arbiters in London and Paris) places the fight for freedom of expression on a political terrain.” Le 
Happening, 24. He had even vividly described his rather specific fantasy that one day an anti-segregationist protest 
would turn into a happening. Le Happening, 30. 
4 Lebel, Le Happening, 62. 
5 Haywood, 1. 
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purpose of a happening, Kaprow believed, remained its “purposelessness.”6 In response, Abbie 
Hoffman, among others, accused happenings of being nothing more than the “extension of 
abstract art. . . designed for the ruling class” and took it upon himself to “improve on that.”7 In 
yippie hands, the happening metamorphosed into something entirely different: an outspoken 
form of political protest or guerilla theater seemingly better suited to the decade’s climate of 
sociopolitical unrest.  
Considered within this broader international framework, Minujín’s happenings and 
environments proposed another avenue of development—a third way, falling somewhere in 
between the opposite poles of Kaprow’s quasi-neutrality and the almost propagandistic 
instrumentalization of the Yippies (or Lebel’s even more extreme jettisoning of art for activism). 
Through Minujín, the happening—as well as its sister art form, the environment—became an art 
capable of confronting the specificities of its historical situation without trading its place in the 
aesthetic realm for one in the political sphere.8 It could, moreover, not only withstand but also 
feed off the advances of a hyper-mediatized culture. As a result, Minujín continued to create 
happenings into the 1970s, reinventing and pushing the art form well beyond its perceived 
demise in other locales. Her oeuvre represents another important and distinct trajectory in the 
multidirectional development of happenings and their accompanying environments.  
This point touches upon another overarching concern of this dissertation: Minujín’s 
unique way of negotiating local and global parameters. It is a commonplace of narratives of 
																																																								
6 Cited by Haywood, 144.  
7 Abbie Hoffman, The Autobiography of Abbie Hoffman (New York: Four Walls Eight Windows, 2000), 106. 
8 Lebel’s writings tacitly recognize this aspect of Minujín’s happenings. After visiting Argentina in 1967 and 
discovering Minujín’s latest work there, Lebel added a passage to his Spanish edition of Le Happening. In it, he 
alludes to the dictatorship by describing the passive contemplation of traditional art as a constraining and 
objectifying situation “of a military type.” He then urges his Argentine readers to reject this situation and participate 
in “the insurrection of art,” proffered by the happening and its outgrowths. Minujín is one of two Argentine artists 
that he mentions by name in the new sections of this text, suggesting that Lebel understood Minujín’s art as 
responsive, even resistant, to both its artistic and political status quo. Lebel, El happening, 76.	
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Latin American art that its protagonists have always been caught in a double bind. On one hand, 
Latin American artists, although historically sidelined, continuously sought to participate in 
international art currents. Penetrating the discursive spaces in which modernism was being 
actively defined and historicized was yet another related goal. Latin American artists who closed 
themselves off to globally proliferating modernist idioms and an increasingly transnational art 
world chanced further marginalization. They also risked never breaking free of the conservative, 
nationalist, and parochial tastes gripping their home countries. On the other hand, these artists 
had to counterbalance their outward orientation. Their works were expected, pressured even, to 
reflect their immediate context or, alternatively, to be true to (a usually highly mythologized) 
local identity. The consequences of failing to do so in instantly legible ways have already been 
adduced by this dissertation’s references to Traba’s vitriolic criticism. 
Since the time of Traba’s writings, new and nuanced approaches have been developed for 
understanding the unique positions and predicaments of Latin American artists. The literature of 
various disciplines abounds with theories and concepts—mestizaje, transculturation, 
antropofagia, colonial semiosis, hybridization, creolization, mimicry, syncretism, etc.—
explaining the multifarious and complex dialogical means by which Latin Americans have 
renegotiated their peripheral status and shaped their cultural production. As several of the terms 
just listed intimate, many of these efforts resulted in the creation of works of art operating in 
between the national and transnational registers.  
In this respect, Minujín is no exception. She, too, created art that fell within the 
interstices of local and global positions. Her works flaunted their cultural appropriations and 
links to foreign artistic milieus to the point of refashioning art as a vulgar import/export product 
or international “phone call,” as seen with Importación or A Three Country Happening. 
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However, as made clear by Minujín’s Informalismo, environments, and happenings, the artist’s 
assimilation of internationalized visual vocabularies and practices was not a hegemonic process 
of straightforward adoption but one of critical adaptation, which refuted or developed aspects of 
foreign symbolic production while tailoring it to an Argentine condition. In this manner, Minujín 
posited a notion of Argentine culture and identity that was fungible, contingent, hybridized and 
constructed, rather than essentialized, eternal, and Manichean in its total opposition to alien or 
“colonizing” influences. In their conjoining of disparate, if not opposite, realities (e.g., the chaos 
of the city with the order of modern structures; technological advancement with the poverty of 
the villas; expensive foreign materials with local junk; spectacular forms of popular 
entertainment with highbrow art), Minujín’s environments, in particular, highlighted how 
Argentine modernity was (and still is) riddled with irresoluble dialectical tensions produced by 
the interpenetration of local and global phenomena.9  
Nonetheless, Minujín’s art was exceptional in its capacity to elucidate the conditions 
structuring and mediating regional and international frameworks. While most Latin American 
artists presented their art as products of or meditations on geographic crosspollinations, Minujín 
turned transnational exchange itself—its channels and mundane, result-oriented processes—into 
art. With A Three Country Happening and Importación, Minujín concretized the abstracted 
economic, political, cultural and technological circumstances, circuits, and institutions (over-) 
determining art’s (as well as the subject’s) position within a global or local paradigm. Made in 
Argentina for Argentines but simultaneously and self-consciously international, her art troubled 
strict center-periphery dichotomies. As seen with her later works, her art bordered on 
																																																								
9 This framing of Argentine modernity opposes the then common view of Latin American countries as somehow 
outside of modernity or always catching up to it. It also clashes with Restany’s view of an Argentine modernity as 
imitative of a European and North American one., as seen in “Buenos Ayres et le nouvel humanisme,” Domus 425 




institutional critique and acquired a conceptual tenor that finds its closest points of comparison in 
the Insertions into Ideological Circuits of Cildo Meireles, El anti-happening of the Medios 
group, and the mail art of Eugenio Dittborn, Clemente Padín, and Ernesto Vigo, to name a few 
comparisons. But even these examples fell short of developing and thematizing the ambitious 
“glocal” scope of Importación or Simultaneidad en simultaneidad.  
Another thread running throughout this dissertation pertains to the type of participation 
and audience formed by Minujín’s art. The first Argentine artist to pursue a mass audience, 
Minujín fashioned her art within and out of the mass media. This, along with the sensationalizing 
of Minujín’s art and person, led to the hasty and simplistic besmirching of Minujín’s work as 
nothing more than spectacle. Commenting on the import of spectacular artistic practices in 
another context, artist Pierre Huyghe draws a valid distinction worth bearing in mind when 
considering Minujín’s oeuvre:  
We must dispel one received idea and that is that the spectacle is a fatalism, inherently 
alienating. The spectacle is a format, it is a way to do things. . . .The point is not as an 
artist to occupy the position of simply rejecting the spectacle or entertainment as bad; this 
is a form of escapism. Nor is the point just to incorporate spectacle, and occupy the 
position of an artist saying, ‘I will also just be an entertainer.’ The point is to take 
spectacle as a format, and to use it if the need presents itself. 10 
  
In her mass media-centric art, Minujín took spectacle as a format, modifying and turning it upon 
itself, elucidating its existence and contradictions while exacerbating its effects. When asked by 
a journalist in a 1965 interview, if her art is a form spectacle, she immediately refuted the 
possibility. “It is not a spectacle,” she retorted, “because there exists no distance between the 
spectator and the action, the spectator participates, takes part in the event.”11 She then adds that 
unlike “theater or cinema in which the vision and passivity of the spectator play a preponderant 
																																																								
10 George Baker, “An Interview with Pierre Huyghe,” October 110 (Autumn 2004): 82. 
11 M.L.T., “Marta Minujín: Sus sucesos y la creciente desaparicion de las galerias y marchands.” El País. 
(Montevideo) July 19, 1965. Press folder. Marta Minujin Archive. 
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role,...[a happening] is about direct contact.”12 Yet Minujín also made various statements 
contradicting this view of participation as a readymade solution to spectacular absorption. Most 
notably, she repeatedly emphasized how her works’ coercion and entrapment nullified the 
agency of her participants. Stated differently, Minujín’s words and works convey the 
counterintuitive and critical point that participation is a Janus-faced artistic strategy, which can 
be used against spectacle or, just as easily, play into its logic.    
 Consistently, Minujín’s counter-spectacles created not a resolution or collapse but rather 
an irresolvable tension between opposites. The immediacy of lived experience was regularly 
eroded by the mediation of technologies, for instance. Ritualistic performances were contrasted 
with routine acts. Actively participating subjects experienced objectification. A collectivity was 
summoned on a mass scale only to underscore its stratification, atomization, and, ultimately, 
populist dichotomization. The immanent, public and finite bodily participation required for the 
creation or activation of Minujín’s happenings and environments was always coupled with its 
contrary: a delayed, private, perpetual and mnemonic form of participation. The willful 
ambivalences, tensions, and contradictions of Minujín’s art find their epitome in their mode of 
carnivalesque positive negation. Here, the singularity of Minujín’s participatory art emerges. 
Bishop concludes her exhaustive study of participatory art forms with the following distillation:  
The dominant narrative that emerges from the examples surveyed in this book is one of 
negation: activation of the audience in participatory art is positioned against its mythic 
counterpart, passive spectatorial consumption. . . . Beginning from this premise, 
participatory art aims to restore and realize a communal, collective space of shared social 
engagement. But this is achieved in different ways: either through constructivist gestures 
of social impact, which refute the injustice of the world by proposing an alternative or 
through a nihilist redoubling of alienation. . . In both instances, the work seeks to forge a 
collective, co-authoring participatory social body—but one does this affirmatively 







Bishop is worth quoting at length because the distinctions she draws, although cogent and 
applicable to most participatory art, are revelatory in their inability to encompass Minujín’s 
participatory works.  
First and as already explained, Minujín did not embrace a model of straightforward 
negation since the activation of her audience did not perfectly oppose passive spectatorial 
consumption. Second, Minujín’s artworks did not aim to have a direct “social impact.”  They 
were not societal models or interventions in society as much as open-ended propositions, which 
elucidated their context, opened up an opportunity for dissensus, and set up the conditions for a 
populist subject position. The latter could materialize a people (instantiating Rancière’s 
“unpredictable subject” of true participation—a subject capable of occupying spaces existing 
outside the participatory work of art, such as the streets) or it could fail to do so.14 The 
sociopolitical consequences of Minujín’s art were a possibility, not a certitude. A piece like 
Importación lent indirect support to a political project but did not constitute or realize it. It 
remained within the universe of art and its institutional precincts but set up lines of flight into its 
beyond, reminding us of Rancière’s observation that “the aesthetic experience is effective 
inasmuch as it is the experience of that and.”15 Third, while Minujín’s work addressed a mass 
audience and offered an opportunity for a collectivity to take shape, it simultaneously created 
divisions and antagonisms, since the bifurcation of the social into the “us” of the people and the 
“them” of established powers was a fundamental aspect of populist dynamics.16 Minujín’s art of 
																																																								
14 Jacques Rancière, “The Uses of Democracy” in On Shores of Politics, trans. Liz Heron (London: Verso, 2007), 
60. 
15 Jacques Rancière, “The Aesthetic Revolution and Its Outcomes: Emplotments of Autonomy and Heteronomy” 
New Left Review 14 (March 2007): 134.  	
16 Bishop notes that the social sadism of Masotta’s art and others following in his footsteps emphasized social 
divisions. However, she argues that these divisions were framed through a Sadean or BDSM dynamic and lack any 
sort of populist tenor. They are therefore strictly divisive. Bishop, 111. In contrast, Minujín’s work collectivizes as it 
dichotomizes.     
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positive negation is thus incompatible with the two participatory strategies that Bishop describes: 
the negation of negation and the utopian constructive gestures of socially oriented works.  
The relevancy of Minujín’s populist, counter-spectacular, and participatory works to our 
moment is evinced by what Errejón describes as the recent “Latin Americanization” of Europe 
and, I would argue, the U.S. as well.17 Errejón summarizes the change in these manifold political 
landscapes as “a situation of progressive divorce between representatives and represented, 
collapse in the capacity of institutional models to meet citizens’ demands, and increasing middle-
class impoverishment.”18 The result is “an accumulation of discontent and a transfer of 
sovereignty that has made national elites look like the colonial intermediaries of unelected 
powers”—ideal conditions for the flourishing of (neo-)populist movements but also for an art 
subtended by a populist logic.19 Before the momentous, if not traumatic, political shifts of the 
last couple of years, much art has begun moving in an explicitly militant direction—an all too 
familiar impasse.20 The voracity of consumerist culture today has only further compromised 
political art, whose protest, as critic Carl Swanson notes, is so “on trend” that it can quickly 
devolve into a posturing for increasing sales.21 Another tendency is a conscious (some would say 
“reactionary”) retreat into art’s autonomy, as exemplified by the euphorically self-involved 
																																																								
17 Latin America is also experiencing a resurgence in neopopulist politics but not without a germ of North American 
culture, as seen with, for instance, Brazil’s new Trumpian president, Jair Bolsonaro.   
18 Mouffe and Errejón, 93-94. 
19 Ibid., 94. 
20 Examples of this type of art abound. Some artistic acts of political resistance are subtle and conceptual, as with 
Richard Prince’s decision to disavow his 2014 portrait of Ivanka Trump by labeling it a “fake.” Others are more 
strident. The Russian feminist punk rock band and art collective Pussy Riot, for example, stormed Trump Tower in 
2017 to protest the authoritarian tendencies of President Donald J. Trump as well as Vladimir Putin’s incarceration 
of political prisoners. Curated by art historians Bettina Funcke and Amy Zion, Artists Against the Immigration Ban 
is a particularly noteworthy piece in this vein. For this 2017 project, several internationally acclaimed artists (Danh 
Vo, Julie Mehretu, Liam Gillick, Joan Jonas, Rirkrit Tiravanija, Barbara Kruger, and Chitra Ganesh), who oppose 
the discriminatory policies of the Trump administration, banded as a collective to create protest posters. These were 
then distributed to various globally renowned museums such as the Guggenheim, where they were exhibited in 
different ways.  
21 Carl Swanson, “Is Political Art the Only Art that Matters Now?,” New York Magazine, April 17,  2017. Published 
online on Vulture https://www.vulture.com/2017/04/is-political-art-the-only-art-that-matters-
now.html#_ga=2.196680489.485987082.1551034731-967500908.1551034731 (Accessed April 20, 2017).   
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theme—“Viva Arte Viva”—of the widely panned 57th Venice Biennale. Yet a genuine apathy to 
political questions is not even necessary for art to be charged with irresponsible navel-gazing. 
When, in a daring collaborative move, Gabriel Pérez-Barreiro de-hierarchized the curatorial 
direction of the 33rd Bienal de São Paulo by inviting seven guest “artist-curators,” the resulting 
polyvocality could not but eschew a clear and singular political stance. This was enough for 
detractors to cast the Bienal as tone-deaf to Brazil’s unprecedented national crisis, despite the 
particularly strong and far from politically neutral projects of artist-curators such as Nelson 
Felix. If Minujín’s oeuvre can transmit any lessons from the Argentine sixties to our present, it is 
that art, unlike subjects, institutions, and nations, can lead to much, not by entrenching itself in 
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Appendix 1: Transcript of Interviews Cited  
 
 
August 14, 2018. Interview with Minujín at her home/archives in Buenos Aires.  
 
MD: Vanina showed me all your Informalist canvases in the other half of the house. I wanted to 
ask you: how did you make these?  
 
MM: I made them the way sidewalks are made. On the floor. I would apply a liquid mixture of 
pigments and other materials and wait for it to set.  
 
MD: And so the cracks on their surface, were they ever scratched or carved into the work by 
you?  
 
MM: No. Those would appear as the work dried and other layers of paint were added. I would 
sometimes step on them by accident or use a spatula to test how dry they were or apply more. 
 
MD: I’m interested in how you changed from making informalist paintings that are completely 
abstract to making sculptural pieces with military equipment and politically provocative titles. 
What motivated you? What did you think of the political situation in 62-63? 
 
MM: In that time, the country was doing so poorly. The atmosphere was bleak. I was against the 
military on both sides because they were, in reality, always against the people, against 
democracy. They spread violence.  
 
MD: Squirru wrote an amazing poem about you when you were still working in an informalist 
vein in which he describes you as a Joan of Arc, a militant figure. Can you tell me more about 
that poem? What do you think of it?  
 
MM: Squirru’s poem was initially a private thing. It was about the performances I was doing 
already, the happenings. I was the first to do that kind of thing.  
 
MD: In the poem he talks about how the people will join you in a tango. What was he referring 
to there?  
 
MM: I always wanted to talk to the people, those of the fairs. Those of the Di Tella were very 
elite and to me everyone is an artist. Those who arrange flowers in the flowershops or the women 
who are dressing the vitrines of their stores. They are artists too. Those of the Di Tella were so 
boxed in [muy acartonado].  
 
MD: I also wanted to ask you about Fellini, whose films, especially 8 ½, you always seem to 
mention in passing in your past interviews. What is his significance to you?  
 
MM: I was totally inspired by 8 ½! The cinema in that epoch was another thing. Cinema in the 
sixties could be so disconcerting. Now, movies are no longer this way. But before, you left the 
movie theater not knowing what had hit you. It was a sort of cine-happening. I was fascinated by 
	 339	
these extreme characters, the fat women, the strongmen. I watched movies whenever I could. 
Even in Paris.  
MD: Right. I read in your letters that you watched a documentary on the Spanish civil war while 
there. And your diary entries mention your outings to see films at the movie theater.  
 
MM: Yes, for me they were the most important influence—Fellini, Visconti, Bergman, La 
Nouvelle Vague, Polansky, Mekas. All of them! 
 
MD: But speaking of Paris, I was reading the catalogue for the exhibition you hosted right before 
La Destruccion. Duchamp seems to be a figure that informs Franca’s essay in the book. Do you 
know why? Was Duchamp important to you?  
 
MM: I was interested in Things. But Duchamp was not an inspiration or model to me in 
particular. I was more fascinated by the contemporary. Duchamp was a genius and very 
important, of course. But my colleagues—what these French artists were doing—was what really 
interested me at the time of The Destruction, 
 
MD: What did you think of them? When I look at your Cajas, I can’t help but think of Arman, 
Cesar 
MM: Restany could not separate himself from Arman and Cesar! He really ensconced himself. I 
knew them both. I knew César and discovered his art almost immediately upon arriving in Paris. 
Arman’s, too. We influenced each other. We both were interested in objects. Even years later. Of 
course, he was the first to fragment objects, but then [in the 1980s] I began fragmenting 
canonical works of art such as the Venus of Milo. He saw those pieces of mine in New York and 
did the same thing as well. It’s a lifelong back and forth. But Arman really copied from me the 
cutting of Greek antiquities. He really only worked with everyday objects but to attack canonical 
works of art—he got that from me.  
MD: I know you’ve had a headache all day so I only have one more question. It’s about 
Importacion. It seems to me like there’s a lot of hearsay regarding the use of psychedelic drugs in 
the space and… 
MM: I initiated everybody! All the kids who were volunteering and even adults. I had brought 
LSD with me. I was really crazy in those times but it needed to happen. That kind of stuff didn’t 
exist in Argentina before me.  
 
Phone Interview with Minujín. Friday, Feb. 14, 2014. 1:30 PM.   
 
 
MD: Ms. Minujín it’s a pleasure to be able to speak with you and I thank you infinitely for your 
time and this interview. As I mentioned in my email, I am writing a chapter of my dissertation on 
your false mattresses, Los Eroticos en Technicolo, Revuelquese y Viva and La Chambre 
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D’Amour. And for this reason, I wanted to dedicate this interview to this part of your work, if 
that’s ok with you. On top of that it’s Valentine’s day! 
 
MM:  Yes, it is! But unfortunately, I only have ten minutes more or less. But we can talk again 
next week.  
 
MD: That’s alright. There’s no problem. I first wanted to determine a bit of a timeline. When you 
did La Destruccion, you were already creating your colchones fasos, correct? 
 
Minujín: Yes. I had been creating them for a few months.  
 
MD: What impresses me is how playful, cheerful, and productive they seem in contrast to the 
Destruction. How do you explain this contrast?  
 
MM: I was initially very depressed and going through a hard time in Paris. I dressed in black all 
the time and had a very existentialist way of looking at things that really wasn’t my nature. And 
then I traveled to Italy for the Venice Biennale and decided to become Pop. I found inspiration in 
the bright colors of a miniskirt I had seen there and also in the packaging of everyday things like 
Chiclet gum.  
 
MD: I see. That’s why “Technicolor” in the title of this series. What about this notion of the 
erotic? How are these works erotic?  
 
MM: You can see it immediately in the forms. They have a certain phallic quality. But above all 
mattresses are erotic and so the Colchones Falsos are erotic in and of themselves. Also, to roll 
around is an erotic thing. My aim was to liberate people from their inhibitions. To boost the 
imagination through forms.   
 
MD: And the pattern of stripes seems to make them even more dynamic.  
MM: Yes, the colchones falsos have life, are life. Birth, sex, convalescence, dreams, and death 
all occur on beds, on matresses. Fifty percent of our lives are spent on mattresses! I then made 
the Soft Gallery only with mattresses. I would get mattresses from rundown hotels. Also in the 
seventies, I made paintings—Frozen eroticism, frozen sex. I made 16 giant penises as works.  
MD: But going back to the early sixties, how did you come upon this notion of the erotic? I’m 
asking because Jean-Jacques Lebel was also breaking a lot of taboos by using nudity and 
eroticism in his work and he was channeling a lof of the ideas of French thinkers such as Bataille 
and Sade. 
MM: Yes, Sade, Bataille, Marcuse—I was familiar with their ideas, too, perhaps because of 
Lebel, who I met in Paris. But Lebel was also such a bourgeois with connections, wealth, and 
power, much more than me and others. I didn’t have any money at the time. Not even hot water! 
MD: At the time, you explain in a letter to Brest that you created drawings or instructions for 
how to use La Chambre D’Amour. The instructions encourage erotic activity apparently. Was 
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there a catalogue for this work when it was exhibited in Japan in which those drawings might be 
reproduced? I haven’t been able to find them.  
 
MM: Those drawings are lost. I don’t have them. But you should get in touch with the gallery 
Lara Vinci in Paris. They recently did a show around this and may have found some of these 
materials.  
 
MD: Thank you! That’s very helpful.  
 
MM: I’m also going to be in Paris this March to do a piece at the Palais Royale on the 7th. You 

















Figure 2. Marta Minujín, Partenón de libros [The Parthenon of Books], 1983 
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Figure 7. Marta Minujín, Movimiento interior [Interior Movement], 1960 
 
 











Figure 11. Robert Rauschenberg, Rebus, 1955. 
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Figure 14. Marta Minujín, Untitled, c. 1961-62 
 
 







Figure 16. Marta Minujín, Caja [Box], ca.1962  
 
 




Figure 18. Robert Rauschenberg, White Paintings, 1951 
 
 
















Figure 22. Marta Minujín, Untitled, 1962 
 
 














Figure 26. Marta Minujín, Mancha [Stain], 1960 
 
 
Figure 27. Alberto Greco, Vivo-Dito Vacío, Madrid, 1963 
	 358	
Chapter Two Images 
 
 


















Figure 5. Niki de Saint Phalle performing her Tirs in the Impasse Ronsin, 1961 
 
 
Figure 6. Niki de Saint Phalle, Tirs, 1961 
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Figure 7. Niki de Saint Phalle’s Feu a Volonté, Galerie J, Paris, 1961. 
 
 
Figure 8. Niki de Saint Phalle, Le Tir de Jasper Johns, 1961 
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Figure 9. Niki de Saint Phalle, Hommage à Bob Rauschenberg, 1961 
 
 










Figure 12. Danielle Pommereulle and Minujín in Minujín and Jean-Jacques Lebel’s Le Coq, 




























Figure 17 Marta Minujín, Los eróticos en technicolor [Erotics in Technicolor], c. 1964 
 
 
Figure 18. Marta Minujín with her hanging and first penetrable Los eróticos en technicolor in her 





Figure 19. Marta Minujín, Untitled (Frozen Sex series), 1973  
 
 
































Figure 27: Visitors in Revuélquese y viva!, 1964 
 
 
Figure 28. Minujín inside one of her first penetrable Los eróticos en technicolor, 1963 
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Figure 1. Marta Minujín signaling the start of La cabalgata [The Cavalcade], 1964 
 
 
Figure 2. Horses with buckets of paints in La cabalgata, 1964 
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Figure 4. Marta Minujín, Leyendo las noticias en el Río de la Plata [Reading the News in the Río 





















Figure 9. Film still of Mario Soffici’s La cabalgata del circo (1945) 
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Chapter Four Images 
 
 
Figure 1. Allan Kaprow, Yard, 1961 
 
 




Figure 3. Allan Kaprow, 18 Happenings in 6 Parts, 1959 
 




Figure 5. Stage area of Circus, 1961 
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Figure 8. Recreated blueprint of La Menesunda [Mayhem], 2015 
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Figure 11. Participant pressing buttons to open locked door in La Menesunda 
 
 












Figure 13. Plexiglass booth in infinity room of La Menesunda 
 
 







































































Figure 27. Queue for La Menesunda 
 
 





























Figure 1. Wolf Vostell, Poster for A Three Country Happening, 1966 
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Figure 2. Marta Minujín, Simultaneidad envolvente [Involving Simultaneity], Simultaneidad en 
simultaneidad [Simultaneity in Simultaneity], Minujin’s contribution to of A Three Country 
Happening with Allan Kaprow and Wolf Vostell, October 18, 1966 
 
 
Figure 3. Invited guests walking to their seats in Simultaneidad en simultaneidad, 1966 
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Figure 4. Invited guests walking to their seats in Simultaneidad en simultaneidad, 1966 
 
 
Figure 5. Invited guest listening to portable radio during Simultaneidad en simultaneidad, 1966 
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Figure 6. Paparazzi in Simultaneidad envolvente, October 13, 1966 
 









Figure 9. Miguel Ángel Telechea (second from right) and others in Roberto Jacoby, Eduardo 
Costa, Pablo Suárez, Oscar Bony, and Telechea, Sobre happenings [On Happenings], 1966. Re-




Figure 10. Televised announcement shown during Invasión instantanea on October 24, 1966 
 










Figure 13. Bottles of milk in the streets of Buenos Aires as part of Simultaneidad en 
simultaneidad on October 24, 1966. 
	 402	
Chapter Six Images 
 





Figure 2. Marta Minujín in psychedelic poster room of Importación, 1968 
 
Figure 3. Volunteers hippies playing the sitar in Importación, 1968 
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Figure 4. Volunteer in Importación, 1968 
 
 




Figure 6. Fog from dry ice machine in Importación, 1968 
 
Figure 7. Gift shop in Importación, 1968 
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Figure 8. Glitter, jewelry, clothes, posters, and lightbulbs sold in Importación’s giftshop 
 
 




Figure 10.  Andy Warhol with his works in American Supermarket, Bianchini Gallery, 1964 
 
 




Figure 12. Claes Oldenburg in The Store, 1961 
 
 
Figure 13. Andy Warhol’s window display at Bonwit Teller department store, 1961 
 
 
 
